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Abstract 
 
The place and presence of everyday and unworn dress in museums has been 
largely overlooked in museological and historical accounts of museums and 
collections. Instead, the focus has been upon the study of elite, spectacular and 
worn clothing.  Similarly, little academic attention has been paid to small-scale, 
local government operated social history museums, with the bulk of research 
being conducted into elite national and metropolitan museums or the spectacle of 
living history museums. This thesis addresses these omissions through a 
biographical investigation into a single collection of everyday and unworn clothing 
held by a small and local social history museum: Walsall Museum’s Hodson Shop 
Collection. Discovered in 1983, the collection consists of around 5,000 items of 
mass produced unsold shop stock, mainly women’s clothing, from between 1920 
and the 1960s. It comprises of the stock of the Hodson General and Fancy 
Drapers, a small clothing shop located in the lock-making town of Willenhall, West 
Midlands. Sisters, Edith and Flora Hodson operated the shop between 1920 and 
around 1971 in the front room of their family home. 
 
This thesis provides both a detailed biographical account of the Hodson Shop 
Collection and a timely account of Walsall Museum’s struggle for survival in an 
age of increasing austerity. It focuses upon the passage of a large quantity of 
everyday shop stock items from the world of retail to the museum. Firstly, it 
demonstrates how the collection has been subject to a range of complex and 
interconnected external and organisational influences, through an account of its 
journey to Walsall Museum and its life within the museum, 1983-2016. A number 
of binary oppositions and hierarchies are explored to show how shifting ideas of 
value have influenced the survival and visibility of the collection and museum. 
Secondly, it shows how the statuses of everyday and mass produced items are 
altered by accession to a museum, challenging the assumption that biographical 
approaches are most suitable for dealing with ‘spectacular’ aspects of material 
culture. The story of the Hodson Shop Collection challenges the perception of the 
museum as a safe and static environment.  
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Preface 
 
This preface introduces the collection, key locations, people and timelines that 
emerge in the chapters that follow, whilst providing the context in which this 
research was conducted and this thesis was written. The biography of the Hodson 
Shop Collection is complex, featuring a shifting cast of museums, organisations, 
people and policies. The timeline that follows this preface provides a touchstone to 
help keep track of the interweaving narratives that were uncovered. 
 
The Hodson Shop Collection was discovered in November 1983. It is the unsold 
shop stock of a small independent drapers shop that was located in Willenhall – a 
small industrial town located between Wolverhampton and Walsall in the Black 
Country, a region of the English Midlands (fig i). The region consists of 3 
boroughs: Dudley, Sandwell and Walsall.  Located to the north-west of 
Birmingham, the Black Country region was at the forefront of the industrial 
revolution. The area was one of the most intensely industrialised areas of Britain 
during the late-nineteenth century, with a proliferation of heavy industry such as 
coal mining and iron and steel works. The name is thought to be based upon 
either the smoke and soot generated by local factories or the coal seam that lies 
just beneath the region’s surface.  
 
The shop traded between around 1920 and 1971 and was run by two sisters, Edith 
and Flora Hodson. It was located in the front room of the family home at 54 New 
Road, Willenhall – one of the town’s more prestigious residential streets. The 
property was also the site of the family’s lock making business run by Edith and 
Flora’s father, John and their brother Edgar. Willenhall was, and remains, a town 
renowned for its lock making industry. The Hodson family were prominent figures 
 x 
in the town’s lock trade. Historically, it was typical for locks to be made by master 
craftsmen ‘in tiny shops at the rear of their homes’.1 
 
Edith, Flora and Edgar lived together in the family home until their deaths. The last 
surviving sibling, Flora, died in November 1983, leaving the house without 
occupants. It was at this point that the unsold shop stock was discovered and the 
process begun that would eventually see the collection accessioned into Walsall 
Museum and Art Gallery in 1993. 54 New Road became Willenhall Lock Museum 
and is now owned by the Black Country Living Museum and known as The 
Locksmith’s House (fig ii). 
 
Walsall Museum and Art Gallery was the social history and fine art museum 
operated by Walsall Museums Service department of Walsall Metropolitan 
Borough Council. A museum and art gallery had existed in the town since 1890, 
sharing premises with the town library. In 1965, the museum moved to a purpose 
built extension to the town library on Lichfield Street, close to the town centre. The 
Museum and Art Gallery displayed both the town’s social history and fine art 
collections until 1999, when the fine art collection was moved to the newly 
constructed flagship New Art Gallery Walsall. Walsall Museum remained at the 
Lichfield Street site until the museum’s closure in March 2015. The museum’s 
remit was to showcase the Walsall borough’s industry, working life and local 
heritage. The museum service held, and continues to store, a large collection of 
historical clothing, consisting predominantly of non-elite dress from the nineteenth 
century onwards. Volunteer and honorary costume curator, Sheila Shreeve MBE, 
cared for the clothing collection between 1980 and 2013. A small number of items 
from the Hodson Shop Collection were typically presented at the museum in a 
case that comfortably housed up to ten dressed jersey form mannequins. This 
case was also used for temporary exhibits, meaning that the collection was not 
always displayed.  
 
																																																								
1 Norman Tildesley, A History of Willenhall (Willenhall: Willenhall Urban District 
Council, 1951), 139. 
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Walsall Museum closed whilst this research was being undertaken, in March 2015. 
Display of the Hodson Shop Collection was relocated to Walsall Leather Museum 
in 2016. In the autumn of 2016, since the viva examination of this thesis, it was 
announced that the Leather Museum was to face significant funding cuts and 
downsizing. It is in this uncertain and politically loaded context that this thesis 
came to fruition. It provides a timely and unsettling case study of a single (though 
sizeable) museum collection of everyday clothing and objects in a small, local-
government operated and funded museum, under threat as a result of a 
combination of historical, political and economic factors. While the focus is on one 
collection in one museum, the threats facing museums and social history raised 
are far from unique. The story that follows is a stark indicator that the demise of 
small, freely accessible museums and the gradual and systematic obliteration of 
the material history of the everyday life of the non-elite is a very real possibility. 
 
Jenny Gilbert-Evans, Wolverhampton, November 2016. 
 
 
 xii 
 
Figure i: map showing the location of Willenhall and Walsall in the English Midlands. 
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Figure ii: The Locksmith's House, 54 New Road, Willenhall. The ground floor window visible was once the 
shop window for the Hodson Shop. 
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Key Organisations 
 
	
Figure iii: map showing the locations of the key organisations listed below to the Hodson Shop Collection 
within the Black Country. 
 
 
1.  Walsall Museum: 1965-2015. Known as Walsall Museum and Art Gallery 
until 1999. Small local government operated museum of Walsall’s social and 
industrial history. 
 
2.  Walsall Leather Museum: Opened 1988 in a Victorian factory building in 
Walsall town centre. The museum charts the history of the town’s globally 
renowned leather making industry. 
 
3.  New Art Gallery Walsall: Opened 2000. A museum of modern and 
contemporary art in Walsall town centre. Funded jointly by Walsall Council and 
ACE. Designed by architects Caruso St John at a cost of £21million. Houses 
the Garman Ryan fine art collection. 
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4.  The Locksmith’s House: The name now used to refer to 54 New Road, 
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The Hodson Shop 
Collection
Wasall Museum and 
Art Gallery/Walsall 
Museum
Lock Museum/Lock 
Smith's House
Black Country Living 
Museum
Walsall Leather 
Museum
New Art Gallery 
Walsall
1792
Hodson family 
establish their first 
lock making business 
in Willenhall
1890
A Museum and Art 
Gallery founded in 
Walsall.
1905
Hodson family move to 
54 New Road, 
Willenhall.
1911
John Hodson dies, son 
Edgar takes over 
running of family lock 
making business.
1918
Flora begins clerical 
work at Staffordshire 
Bolt and Nut and 
Fencing Co. Ltd.
1920
Shop opened by Edith 
Hodson in the front 
room of the family 
home, 54 New Road, 
Willenhall.
1925
Aggrevated robbery of 
the shop and assault of 
Sarah Hodson 
committed by 
'persistant thief' William 
Copeley
1927
Flora Hodson laid off by 
Staffordshire Bolt and 
Nut and Fencing Co. 
and joins her sister in 
the shop business.
1951
Sarah Hodson dies, 
leaving Edgar, Edith 
and Flora Hodson living 
at 54 New Road
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Shop bank account 
overdrawn from this 
point.
1965
Museum and Art 
Gallery moves to 
purpose built extension 
to Walsall Library on 
Lichfield Street, 
Walsall.
1966 Edith Hodson dies.
1969 Robbery of shop.
1970 Burglary of shop. Edgar Hodson dies.
1973
Garman Ryan fine art 
collection donated to 
the borough by Lady 
Kathleen Epstein.
1975
Museum opens on a 
former industrial site 
close to the centre of 
Dudley.
1980
Dendra Best in 
curatorial role. Sheila 
Shreeve begins 
volunteering at Walsall 
Museum and Art 
Gallery.
1982
Dendra Best leaves 
Walsall Museum. Sarah 
Elsom appointed as 
Keeper of Social 
History.
1983 Flora Hodson dies.
Nov: Shopstock 
discovered. Walsall 
Museum curatorial 
staff visit the 
property.  Shreeve 
begins cataloguing 
the collection 1983 
onwards. 
54 New Road 
acquired by Lock 
Museum Trust. 1983-
87: Property 
undergoes extensive 
renovations and 
restoration.
1984
54 New Road awarded 
Grade II listed status 
by English Heritage.
Accessions 500+ items 
from Hodson shop 
stock 
1985
Sarah Elsom leaves 
Walsall Museum. Mike 
Glasson apointed as 
Curator of Social 
History. 
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Wasall Museum and 
Art Gallery/Walsall 
Museum
Lock Museum/Lock 
Smith's House
Black Country Living 
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New Art Gallery 
Walsall
1987 Collection moved to Leve Lane Stores Lock Museum opened 
1988
Collection features in 
the BBC's Through the 
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about dress history.
Museum opens in a 
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factory on Littleton 
Street, Walsall.
1992  
Glasson leaves Walsall 
Musuem and Art 
Gallery. June: Carl 
Franklin appointed as 
Community History 
Curator.
Glasson appointed as 
curator of Leather 
Museum.
1993
1998
Wolverhampton 
Museums Service 
handover costume 
collection to Walsall 
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2000
Wallsall Museum and 
Art Gallery split. 
Barbara Harper joins 
Walsall Museum as a 
Visitor Assistant. 
Museum and Library 
buildings on Lichfield 
Street merged in a bid 
to increase 
collaboration and 
access to both 
premises.
New Art Gallery 
Walsall opens in 
Walsall town centre.
2001
Carl Franklin leaves 
Walsall Museum. 
Louise Tromans 
appointed as 
Community History 
Curator.
2003
2004
Louise Tromans leaves 
Walsall Museum. Stuart 
Warburton appointed 
as Community History 
Curator.
Stuart Warburton 
leaves Walsall 
Museum. Jennifer 
Thomson appointed as 
Community History 
Curator. Catherine 
Lister appointed as 
Collections Officer. 
Museum achieves MLA 
accredited status. 
2007
2009
Hodson Shop collection 
partially listed online on 
Black Country History 
website 
Kiran Muctor joins 
Walsall Museum as a 
Visitor Assistant.
 
1999
Museum receives funding of £50,000 from HLF 
leading to the creation of the Changing Face of 
Walsall permanent exhibitionwhich includes a 
dsiplay of items from the Hodson Shop 
Collection.
2006
Collections moved to new Queen Street Store.
Joint MLA Designation Bid with the Garman 
Ryan art collection. Unsuccessful.
 Joyce Hammond conducts HLF-funded oral 
history project about the Hodson Shop.
Lock Museum acquired by Black Country Living 
Museum. Rebranded as The Locksmith's 
House. 
Walsall Council cease funding of £12,000pa to 
support the Locksmith's House
Locksmith's House closed to the public, Dec 
2008-Sept 2009.
 
 
Collection accessioned into Walsall Museum 
and Art Gallery's Social History Collection. 
Referred to as the 'Hodson Clothing Collection' 
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Date The Hodson Family and Shop
The Hodson Shop 
Collection
Wasall Museum and 
Art Gallery/Walsall 
Museum
Lock Museum/Lock 
Smith's House
Black Country Living 
Museum
Walsall Leather 
Museum
New Art Gallery 
Walsall
2010
Proposal made to close 
Walsall Museum in 
2011/12 financial year. 
Museum saved, though 
2 visitor assistants and 
the Education Officer 
were made redundant.
E.M. Flint Gallery space 
closed to the public.
2012
2013
 Hodson Shop 
Collection garments 
loaned to The Herbert, 
Coventry for the 
exhibition Keeping Up 
Appearances. 
Proposal made by 
Walsall Council to close 
the museum in 2014/15 
financial year. Museum 
saved, reportedly due 
to public pressure to 
keep museum open. 
Shreeve ceases 
voluntary role at Walsall 
Museum.
2014
Proposal made by 
Walsall Council to close 
the museum in 2015/16 
financial year.
2015
Uncertainty regarding 
future display, storage 
and access to the 
collection following 
museum closure. Initial 
proposals to 'mothball' 
collection rejected. 
Feb: Decision to close 
museum ratified by 
council. 31st March: 
Museum closes to the 
public.
Changing Face of 
Walsall display at 
Leather Museum 
2016
Large display of the 
collection at Walsall 
Leather Museum.
Exhibition of Hodson 
Shop Collection, 
occupies two upstairs 
galleries. Oct: Council 
propose relocation of 
Leather Museum to 
Lichfield Street site 
(formerly Walsall 
Museum)
Oct: Walsall Council 
announce decision to 
cut gallery funding by 
25% per year over a 
four year period. 
Effectively ending 
funding by 2020.
 
Application for Designated Status made to ACE. 
Unsucessful. 
2011
A small display of Hodson Shop Collection 
items remains on display at the Locksmith's 
House, in the room that was previoulsy the 
shop. Property open to the public approx. 6 
times a year and for school group visits.
BCLM collection awarded Designated Status by 
Arts Council England
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The Hodson Family of 54 New Road, Willenhall
 
 
 
  
John Hodson 
b. 1861 
d. 1911 
Sarah Hodson 
b. 1860 
d. 1951 
Ida Hodson 
b. 1888 
d. 1958 
Edith Hodson 
b. 1891 
d. 1966 
Edgar Hodson 
b. 1892 
d. 1970 
Flora Hodson 
b. 1899 
d. 1983 
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Everyday and Unworn Dress as Museum Pieces: 
A Study of the Hodson Shop Collection,  
Walsall Museum, 1983-2016 
 
 
  
 2 
Introduction 
 
Over the past decade, the role of clothing in museums has become the subject of 
great interest and discussion. Much attention has focused on the spectacle of elite, 
fashionable dress that has often been worn by, or is someway intimately 
associated with, a notable individual. Similarly, the museums considered in such 
accounts have tended to be national museums or specialist museums of fashion. 
This thesis shifts attention away from such items and collections, and considers 
instead the nature and perceived significance of unworn and non-elite everyday 
dress from the twentieth century within the often-overlooked context of a small, 
local government museum. It uses a detailed biographical case study of Walsall 
Museum’s Hodson Shop Collection to explore how the meaning and status of 
unworn and unused items of non-elite clothing and objects associated with bodily 
adornment are altered within the museum space. The thesis focuses on an 
otherwise overlooked small local government run museum, considering how this 
context influences the biography of both the individual items and the collection as 
a whole. 
 
 
Literature Review – Non-Elite Dress History 
 
Historical and museological studies of dress and clothing have tended to overlook 
everyday and non-elite forms of dress in favour of fashionable dress. Exceptions 
to this tend to focus on the period pre-1900. Examples include Ewing’s study of 
everyday dress in England from the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries, which 
attempts to address this perceived imbalance through an account of ‘ordinary 
clothes’ worn by the mass of the population.1 Ewing considers fashion as a luxury 
accessible to only the privileged few. Whilst such an assertion can be challenged 
when applied to twentieth-century dress, Ewing’s statement that ordinary garments 
were ‘normally worn out’ rather than kept for posterity is echoed by Church-
Gibson, who describes how ‘cheap, ubiquitous clothes which lack artistic merit are 
																																																								
1 Elizabeth Ewing, Everyday Dress 1650-1900 (London: B.T. Batsford, 1989). 
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consigned not only to landfills’ but also occupy ‘hinterlands beyond scholarship’.2 
This obscurity is reflected in the contents of museum costume collections, which 
generally comprise of designer garments and the dress of the ‘great and good’.  
 
Styles also explored the dress of ordinary people in eighteenth-century England, 
whilst Lemire has considered the economic and industrial factors influencing the 
consumption of non-elite dress between 1660 and 1800.3 
 
Accounts of twentieth-century non-elite dress are limited. Taylor and Wilson 
consider the dress of the rich and working class, 1860-1980s, in the book and 
accompanying 1989 BBC TV series Through the Looking Glass. The work takes 
an interdisciplinary approach, seeking to ‘deconstruct’ everyday clothing and 
fashion in terms of economic, industrial, aesthetic, artistic, psychological and 
social factors.4 Cunnington’s 1952 English Women’s Clothing in the Present 
Century provides a detailed and illustrated year-by-year account of ‘commonly 
worn’ clothing between 1900 and 1950. It seeks to document ‘mass produced’ and 
‘commonly worn’ clothing with the intention of accurately capturing the nature of 
English daily life.5 Yet this study is limited to the ‘fashionable’ classes as 
Cunnington considers ‘unfashionable’ dress to be no longer reflective of the 
‘mental attitude of the day’.6 Ewing and Mackrell examine the influence and growth 
of the British ready-to-wear and wholesale fashion industry during the inter-war 
period, comparing it to that of the USA. They recognise varying levels of quality 
and pricing with higher end ‘wholesale couture’ and, more accessible, lower price 
brands. They also draw a link between ready-to-wear and the emergence of 																																																								
2 Pamela Church-Gibson, Fashion and Celebrity Culture (London: Berg, 2012), 18. 
3 John Styles, The Dress of the People: Everyday Fashion in Eighteenth Century 
England (London: Yale University Press, 2008); Beverly Lemire, Dress, Culture 
and Commerce: The English Clothing Trade Before the Factory, 1660-1800 
(Basingstoke: Macmillan Press, 1997). See also: Alison Toplis, The Clothing Trade 
in Provincial England, 1800-1850 (London: Routledge, 2011); Vivienne Richmond, 
Clothing the Poor in Nineteenth-Century England (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2013). 
4 Elizabeth Wilson and Lou Taylor, Through the Looking Glass: A History of Dress 
from 1860 to the Present Day (London: BBC Books, 1989). 
5 Cecil Willett Cunnington, English Women’s Clothing in the Present Century 
(London: Faber and Faber, 1952), 6. 
6 Ibid., 25. 
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career women with an ambiguous attitude towards fashion – neither embracing it 
nor shunning it.7 Horwood considers the relationship between fashionable dress 
and class during the interwar-period, specifically focusing upon middle class 
attitudes towards, and styles of, dress.8  
 
Histories of retailing and consumption have provided some further insights to the 
everyday experiences of the dress and the role of small draper’s shops, such as 
the Hodson Shop, during the first half of the twentieth-century. Ugolini’s study of 
men’s sartorial consumption between 1880 and 1939 draws attention to the 
overlooked area of the potentially ‘unmanly’ acts of both the selling and buying of 
men’s clothing.9 Jefferys’ Retail Trading in Britain 1850-1950 provides detailed 
analysis of many forms of shopkeeping, including small-scale retailers and the 
clothing trade as a whole.10 Worth’s history of Marks and Spencer links the 
development of the retailer’s clothing to the democratization of fashion, triggered 
by technological and stylistic shifts. For example, the simple loose styles of the 
1920s and introduction of rayon allowed for increasingly effective mass-production 
of fashionable clothing.11 Whilst a valuable account, Worth’s work focuses upon 
the clothing sold by a single large-scale multiple retailer. Buckley and Clark 
attempt to resolve tensions regarding the relationship between fashion and the 
everyday, applying both theoretical and historical approaches to argue that fashion 
is an integral, though overlooked, part of everyday life.12 Buckley and Clark have 
studied everyday experiences of fashion in twentieth-century New York and 
London, identifying ‘an actual paucity of ordinary, everyday fashion in these cities’ 
																																																								
7 Elizabeth Ewing and Alice Mackrell, History of 20th Century Fashion (London: 
Batsford, 2014), chapter 6. 
8 Catherine Horwood, Keeping Up Appearances: Fashion and Class Between the 
Wars (Stroud: The History Press, 2013). 
9 Laura Ugolini, Men and Menswear: Sartorial Consumption in Britain 1880-1939 
(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007). 
10 James B. Jefferys, Retail Trading in Britain 1850-1950 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1954). 
11 Rachel Worth, Fashion for the People: A History of Marks & Spencer (Oxford: 
Berg, 2007), chapter 1. 
12 Cheryl Buckley and Hazel Clark, “Conceptualising Fashion in Everyday Lives,” 
DesignIssues 28, no. 4 (2012): 18-28. 
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major museum collections’.13 Whilst this significantly enhances the body of 
literature available, the focus upon cosmopolitan cities serves to narrow the 
experience of the everyday. 
 
Within curatorial and museological accounts, everyday dress remains contested 
and often overlooked. The exhibition and curation of fashion has only emerged as 
an academic discipline over the past decade, with the London College of Fashion 
launching their Centre for Fashion Curation in 2014. Yet this discipline has 
focused largely upon the curation of high-end, avant-garde and spectacular forms 
of dress. Clark and de la Haye document the exhibition of fashion in museums pre 
and post-1971. They use Cecil Beaton’s 1971 V&A exhibition Fashion: An 
Anthology as a starting point for a historical account of the practices, people and 
processes of fashion exhibition.14 Riegels Melchior and Svensson have bought 
together international accounts of fashion in museums, critically analyzing the role 
of fashion in twenty-first-century museums. Their work acknowledges a distinction 
between dress and fashion in the museum space and the lucrative appeal of 
fashion in museums although; here too, the spectacle of fashion is the primary 
concern of the volume.15 Collectors and experts on historical dress, C. Willett and 
Phillis Cunnington, were inspired by a desire to document dress of ‘ordinary folk’ in 
order to investigate ‘mass psychology’.16 The curatorial practices of Ann Wise at 
Worthing Museum and Anne Buck at the Gallery of English Costume at Platt Hall, 
Manchester sought to include ordinary dress within their collections, though their 
pioneering approaches were (and remain) far from widespread. Exhibitions 
attempting to represent everyday dress, such as the Design Museum, London’s 
Extraordinary Stories About Ordinary Things, have faced difficulties in terms of 
defining and distinguishing everyday dress, especially when faced with the 																																																								
13 Cheryl Buckley and Hazel Clark, “In Search of the Everyday: Museums, 
Collections and Representations of Fashion in London and New York,” in Fashion 
Studies: Research Methods, Sites and Practices, ed. Heike Jenss (London: 
Bloomsbury, 2016), 25-40. 
14 Judith Clark and Amy de la Haye with Jeffrey Horsley, Exhibiting Fashion: 
Before and After 1971 (London: Yale University Press, 2014). 
15 Marie Riegels Melchior and Birgitta Svensson, eds., Fashion and Museums: 
Theory and Practice, (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2014).  
16 Cecil Willett Cunnington, Looking Over My Shoulder (London: Faber and Faber, 
1961), 131. 
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complex issue of ownership of the everyday.17 Cumming’s account of historical 
dress collections from 1970 onwards highlights both the historic tendency of 
museums to focus upon the clothing of the elite and contemporary tendency for 
poorly funded museums to pursue trends and celebrity in their exhibition of 
dress.18 Tarrant recognises the lack of ‘ordinary’ clothing in British museums yet 
felt that the explanation for this was purely practical – that ordinary clothes were 
worn to destruction, discarded or recycled as rags. Tarrant also identifies that no 
similar calls are ever made for the representation of the ordinary in other aspects 
of museum collections.19 
 
Literature Review: The Hodson Shop Collection  
The Hodson Shop Collection first came to academic prominence amongst fashion 
historians during the late 1980s. It features in Taylor and Wilson’s Through the 
Looking Glass, which was produced to accompany the 1989-1990 BBC fashion 
and social history documentary series of the same name, produced by Suzanne 
Davies.20 The shop was partially recreated for the filming of the series. In the 
book, the shop was used as an example of a ‘Madam Shop’ and was said to 
provide ‘a clear picture of the quality, style and price of a wide range of mass 
produced clothing at this level’.21 Madam Shops were small inter-war period 
independent shops, often named after their female proprietors. They sold ready 
made clothing that was neither the height of fashion nor outmoded and ‘frumpish’. 
They were generally concentrated in the south of England, though they also 
existed in the north and provided highly personalised service.22 Horwood identified 
how records of Madam Shops are rare ‘since they were usually owned by 
individuals and documentation was often destroyed when they closed’.23 																																																								
17 Jenny Evans, “Exhibition Review: Design Museum Collection: Extraordinary 
Stories About Ordinary Things,” Textile History 45, no. 1 (2014): 125-127. 
18 Valerie Cumming, Understanding Fashion History (London: B.T. Batsford, 
2004), chapter 4. 
19 Naomi Tarrant, “The Real Thing: The Study of Original Garments in Britain 
Since 1947,” Costume 33, no. 1 (1994): 15. 
20Amy de la Haye, “The Dissemination of Design from Haute Couture to 
Fashionable Ready-to-wear during the 1920s,” Textile History 24, no.1 (1993): 48. 
21 Taylor and Wilson, Through the Looking Glass, 94.  
22 Horwood, Keeping Up Appearances, Kindle edition. 
23 Ibid. 
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In 1993, de la Haye used the Hodson Shop Collection to chart the dissemination of 
fashionable ready-made clothing during the 1920s. The ‘exclusive’ rayon and wool 
jumper and cardigan suits are described as ‘similar to those designed by Patou’. 
References were also made to the presence of distinctive ‘Garçonne Look’ 
inspired designs.24 She concluded that the Hodson Shop Collection did indeed 
reflect the trickle-down of high fashion to the mass market.25 Thorstein Veblen first 
proposed trickle-down theory in 1899. It refers to the processes by which products 
enter the market at a high price point, only accessible to the elite and, eventually, 
become more cheaply available and accessible to the lower classes.26 In 1904, 
Georg Simmel applied the theory to the fashion industry, arguing that the lower 
classes sought to emulate the elite in terms of dress in order to achieve upward 
social mobility. 27 The theory has since been critiqued on the grounds that it denies 
individual agency and the influences of geography and peer groups in dictating 
fashion and standards of dress and is considered largely inapplicable to the 
current fashion system in which street style is a major source of inspiration for 
fashionable dress. Bryan’s later research would question de la Haye’s findings, 
adopting the stance that Hodson Shop customers’ fashion choices were influenced 
by their ‘social peer group’ and a ‘desire to ‘fit into their own cultural world’ as 
opposed to emulating high end Parisian couture.28 Breward however, draws on de 
la Haye’s findings in his work The Culture of Fashion, to develop his suggestion 
that suburban consumer were prepared to pay ‘more for small-shop ready-made 
fashions’ than for cut-price department store clothing or homemade items. 
																																																								
24 The Garçonne Look was championed by the Parisian couturiers Chanel and 
Patou. It consisted of shorter skirt lengths and a more flowing, androgynous and 
loose silhouette. 
25 de la Haye, “The Dissemination of Design from Haute Couture to Fashionable 
Ready-to-wear,” 39-48. 
26 Thorstein Veblen, The Theory of the Leisure Class (New York: Dover 
Publications Ltd, 1994). 
27 Georg Simmel, “Fashion.” International Quarterly 10 (1904): 130-155.  
28 Emma Bryan, “From Haute Couture to Ready to Wear? An examination of the 
process of style diffusion within the British ready to wear industry 1925-1930, with 
specific reference to the Hodson Shop Collection, Walsall Museum” (B.A. diss., 
University of Brighton, 1998), 57. 
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Breward accredits such decisions to the personalised service and individuality 
offered by small retailers.29  
 
Taylor makes several references to the Hodson Shop Collection throughout her 
body of work, most notably in 2002’s The Study of Dress History. The collection is 
described as a ‘miraculous’ example of clothing surviving in ‘abandoned or 
neglected retail outlets’. Taylor emphasises the significance of not just the 
garments but also the ‘rare buyers’ catalogues’, providing a list of items featured in 
the catalogues with corresponding prices. In addition to providing a brief 
description of the shop’s history and the collection’s contents, Taylor also 
summarised the collection’s journey to ‘museum life’, including how it was of little-
to-no interest to local ‘retired male’ historians. The role of Sheila Shreeve in 
‘saving’ the collection is stressed.30 
 
Shreeve and the Walsall-based local historian Joyce Hammond, have both 
provided histories of the Hodson Shop Collection. Shreeve’s article in Costume 
provides a detailed account of the collection’s discovery, the history of the shop 
and the contents of the collection.31 Hammond worked with Walsall Museum in 
1998 to record oral history interviews with former customers of the shop and to 
provide a history of the shop based on archival documents.32 
 
There are other shop stock clothing collections located in museums around the 
UK, some of which have formed recreated shop exhibits.33 There is a recreated 
Welsh tailor’s shop at St Fagans National History Museum, Wales which is 
stocked with thousands of items (including mass produced clothing dating from 
between 1945 and1955) found in a closed rural tailor’s shop located in Cross Inn, 																																																								
29 Christopher Breward, The Culture of Fashion (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 1995), 209-210. 
30 Lou Taylor, The Study of Dress History (Manchester: Manchester University 
Press, 2002), 10-12. 
31 Sheila Shreeve, “The Hodson Shop,” Costume 48, no. 1 (2014): 82-97.  
32 Joyce Hammond, “The History of the Hodson Shop Collection,” (Museum 
information document, Walsall Museum, 1998). 
33 Twentieth-century shop stock clothing collections are also held by the National 
Museum of Scotland, Leicester Arts and Museum Service and The Herbert Art 
Gallery and Museum, Coventry amongst others.  
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Carmarthenshire.34 Taylor gave the example of Hill’s of Brighton where a 
collection of unused fans from 1880-1900 was discovered in 1970.  Unlike the 
Hodson Shop, this shop was considered ‘exclusive’.35  
 
Fine and Leopold’s Manufacture of the Fashion System brings together dual (and 
sometimes conflicting) concepts of twentieth-century fashion: fashion as a cultural 
phenomenon and developments in manufacturing and technology, which they 
believe have been wrongly kept apart in academic literature. They argue that, in 
the early-twentieth-century ‘outdated replaced outworn as the primary stimulus for 
change’, through a series of technical, manufacturing and ‘fashion’ phenomena. 
During the 1920s, womenswear manufacturers began to produce ‘separates’ in a 
bid to meet the post-war surge in demand and to use surplus manufacturing 
capacity during a period of depression. This shift from dresses to cheaper jumpers 
and skirts meant that wardrobes ‘could be infinitely extended’ and outmoded items 
could easily be replaced, thus kick-starting clothing’s transformation ‘from a 
consumer durable to a non-durable good’. Developments in textile technology -
such as the proliferation of rayon - were also significant in this transformation.36  
 
Literature Review: Collections 
Pearce’s writing on collections, published between the 1980s to the 1990s focuses 
upon human interactions and the interpretation of museum objects, applying 
material culture approaches to museum collections. The body of work is rooted in 
the prevailing belief at the time ‘that museums exist to hold particular objects and 
specimens’ from the past.37 However, in the twenty-first century, the nature, role 
and content of museum collections have become secondary considerations within 
the field of Museum Studies, where attention has shifted (following a wider trend in 
museums in general) towards audiences and the ideology of museums. Keene 																																																								
34 Christine Stevens, Former Curator of Dress and Textiles, then Head of 
Domestic and Rural Collections, St Fagans Museum of National History, National 
Museum Wales, email message to author, May 26, 2015. 
35 Taylor, The Study of Dress History, 10-12.  
36 Ben Fine and Ellen Leopold, “The Manufacture of the Fashion System,” in The 
World of Consumption, Ben Fine and Ellen Leopold (London: Routledge: 1993), 
93-119. 
37 Susan M. Pearce, “Introduction,” in Interpreting Objects and Collections, ed. 
Susan M. Pearce (London: Routledge: 1994), 1. 
 10 
describes how there has emerged a consensus that ‘museums are for people’ as 
opposed to for objects.38 Keene examines the purpose, value and future of 
museum collections amid this shifting attitude and under complex political and 
financial pressures. The work specifically focuses upon non-displayed collections, 
which are also at the heart of the 2008 UCL report, Collections for People, which 
was commissioned to explore ways in which museum collections in England and 
Wales could be more effectively used. The report found that the number of visitors 
to stored collections was ‘low overall’, with only 20% of museums reporting more 
than 400 visitors per year.39  
 
Literature on specific collections of dress has tended to focus on catalogue-based 
explorations of museum collections of elite and couture clothing, often worn by a 
notable individual. De la Haye and Wilson’s Family of Fashion provided an 
account of the Messel family dress collection and accompanied the exhibition 
Fashion and Fancy Dress: The Messel Family Dress Collection 1865 – 2005 
(Brighton Museum and Art Gallery, 2005). These ‘exceptional garments’ were 
used to tell the story of six generations of women from the Messel family.40 
Similarly, the couture and designer ready-to-wear collection of Lady Jill Ritblat was 
the focus of a 1998 V&A exhibition and accompanying catalogue of the 
collection.41 There is also a considerable amount of literature concerning the dress 
collections of individual museums, though these works tend to focus upon 
fashionable elite garments that are considered to be ‘masterpieces’.42 Eleanor 
Thompson provided an account of global collections of dress and fashion, 
																																																								
38 Suzanne Keene, Fragments of the World: Uses of Museum Collections (Oxford: 
Elsevier Butterworth-Heinemann, 2005), 1. 
39 Suzanne Keene, Alice Stevenson and Francesca Monti, Collections for People: 
Museums’ Stored Collections as a Public Resource (London: UCL Institute of 
Archaeology, 2008), 7.  
40 Lou Taylor, Amy de la Haye and Eleanor Thompson, A Family of Fashion – The 
Messels: Six Generations of Dress (London: Phillip Wilson Publishers, 2005). 
41 Amy de la Haye et al., One Woman’s Wardrobe: The Jill Ritblat Collection at the 
Victoria and Albert Museum (London: V&A Publishing, 1998). 
42 Examples include: Akiko Fukai, et al., Fashion: The Collection of the Kyoto 
Costume Institute, A History from the 18th to the 20th Century (Cologne: Taschen, 
2002); Jan Reeder, High Style: Masterworks from the Brooklyn Museum Costume 
Collection at the Metropolitan Museum of Art (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2010); Richard Lester, Dress of the Year (Woodbridge: ACC Editions, 2014). 
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including consideration of dress from both an ethnographic and fashion 
perspective.43 In Museums as Fashion Media, Fiona Anderson identified how 
approaches to dress have been adjusted according to the focus of the museum 
(be it social history, military, design or fine art), yet the uniting factor across these 
various institutions and approaches was the ‘study of garments as objects’.44 This 
distinction between the type of museum and the approach to dress is pertinent to 
consideration of the Hodson Shop Collection within Walsall Museum, where the 
focus is primarily upon local and social history (as outlined in the preface and 
examined in greater depth in chapter three). 
 
Histories of clothing, both in general and within the museum context, have tended 
to consider clothing in terms of attachment to a body and personality. The notion 
of the ‘unworn’ is markedly at odds with recent trends in costume curation and the 
academic study of dress and the body. Dress is widely acknowledged as a ‘fleshy 
practice’.45 The Encyclopedia of World Dress and Fashion entries for dress and 
fashion in the context of the museum focus upon ‘garments that were originally 
intended and selected by the wearers for daily or occasion specific wear’ 
(emphasis added), thus making the inclination towards worn dress apparent.46 As 
de la Haye has observed, since the 1970s museums (most notably the V&A) have 
moved towards what Diana Vreeland referred to as ‘the illusive spirit’ 47 - an 
emphasis on spectacular and elite garments that have been ‘imprinted with wear’ 
by ‘famous men and women’.48 Whilst a sense of romance can be detected in 
some accounts of worn dress, some have also identified clothing’s associations 
																																																								
43 Eleanor Thompson, “Museum Collections of Dress and Fashion,” in Berg 
Encyclopedia of World Dress and Fashion Volume Ten: Global Persepctives, eds. 
Joanne B. Eicher and Phyllis Tortora (Oxford: Berg, 2010), 295-303. 
44 Fiona Anderson, “Museums as Fashion Media,” in Fashion Cultures: Theories, 
Explorations and Analysis, eds. Stella Bruzzi and Pamela Church-Gibson 
(Abingdon: Routledge, 2000), 375. 
45 Joanne Entwistle and Elizabeth Wilson, introduction to Body Dressing, eds. 
Joanne Entwistle and Elizabeth Wilson (Oxford: Berg, 2001), 4. 
46 Amy de la Haye, “Introduction: Dress and Fashion in the Context of the 
Museum,” in Encyclopedia of World Fashion and Dress Volume Ten, eds. Eicher 
and Tortura, 285. 
47 Amy de la Haye, “Vogue and the V&A Vitrine,” Fashion Theory 10, no. 1 (2006): 
138. 
48 Ibid., 149. 
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with the body as a source of discomfort. Thompson suggested that academics and 
curators can experience unease when dealing with dress due to the ‘physical 
traces’ and ‘personal associations’ caused by intimate contact with a body.49 
Within cultural studies, much recent attention has been focussed on the 
relationship between dress, the body, touch and the emotions. Miller stated that 
the study of clothing required the researcher to engage with objects with emotional 
warmth and connection in order to ‘invoke the tactile, emotional world of 
feelings’.50 
 
The process of dressing is often considered in light of spectacular acts of bodily 
adornment – be it subcultural dress, forms of bodily adornment such as piercing 
and tattooing or haute couture. Entwistle and Wilson identified just how little 
attention is paid to the ‘mundane and ordinary’. They stated that fashion has 
become ‘disembodied’; they proposed added weight should have been granted to 
the relationship between body and dress. In doing so ‘fashion can tell us a lot 
about the body in culture – throwing light on the ways in which bodies are made 
meaningful.’51 The Hodson Shop Collection, the subject of this study, is 
indisputably ‘disembodied’ clothing – it has never played the role of intermediary 
between self and other, what Wilson described as the ‘frontier between the self 
and the non-self’.52 It presents an alternative and unaddressed aspect of the 
relationship between dress and the body. Curators of fashion and dress may 
consider the exhibition of unworn dress problematic, due to the absence of an 
embodied object story and the embodied conventions of displaying dress. De la 
Haye has highlighted the problems of exhibiting such garments when describing 
the curatorial process for the 2009 Land Girls: Cinderellas of the Soil exhibition at 
Brighton Museum and Art Gallery. In the absence of worn examples of Land Girl 
uniforms, de la Haye took the decision to exhibit unworn surviving uniforms. Due 
to the perceived lack of a conventional life story of wear and use, the biography of 
																																																								
49 Thompson, ‘Museum Collections of Dress and Fashion’, 295. 
50 Daniel Miller, Stuff (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2010), 41. 
51 Entwistle and Wilson, ‘Introduction’, 3-4. 
52 Dani Cavallaro and Alexandra Warwick, Fashioning the Frame: Boundaries, 
Dress and the Body (Oxford: Berg, 1998), xv. 
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the garment itself became the focus – the economic and geographical story behind 
a simple pair of breeches.53 
 
  
																																																								
53 Amy de la Haye,  “Objects of a Passion: Professorial Lecture” (lecture, London 
College of Fashion, February 19, 2013). 
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Aims 
 
The aim of this thesis is to investigate the position of unworn and everyday 
twentieth-century dress within the context of a small local government-operated 
museum, during a period of significant change and challenge for such 
organisations. It addresses the imbalance and ‘paucity’ of ordinary clothing in 
museums identified by Buckley and Clarke whilst shifting the focus away from 
glamorous and cosmopolitan cities towards the provincial, small-scale and local.54 
An in-depth biographical case study of Walsall Museum’s Hodson Shop Collection 
is used to examine the changes in the perceived status of otherwise ordinary 
dress items that have occurred since their move from the retail to museum 
environment. It analyzes the meanings applied to these items by individuals, either 
those working with the collection or museum visitors whilst physical changes to 
items are also be considered. The specific physical characteristics of unworn and 
everyday dress are examined alongside detailed consideration of the nature of 
these defining traits. Whilst the history and economics of the Hodson Shop itself 
will be considered in brief in chapter one, it should be noted that this thesis is 
about what became of the shop stock after the shop ceased to exist not a history 
of the shop itself. The story of the shop provides background to formation of the 
collection but it is not the primary concern of this thesis. 
 
The thesis reconstructs the biography for the collection’s museum life, recognizing 
the various external factors that influence perceptions and shifts in status. 
Biography is considered in two respects: the biography of individual items, told 
through object-based study of items and archival sources, and the biography of 
the collection as a whole, constructed through oral history accounts, documentary 
sources and object-based study.  
 
The museum is explored as a multi-faceted space, considering the influences of 
display and storage upon both the physical and perceived status of objects. The 
role and influence of individuals will be examined, particularly the involvement of 
Walsall Museum’s Honorary Curator of Costume, Sheila Shreeve with the 																																																								
54 Buckley and Clark, In Search of the Everyday, 25. 
 15 
collection. Finally, by placing the study within the context of a small, local-
government owned museum, the thesis will provide a timely account of the 
realities and risks facing collections of historical clothing in such museums in the 
early twenty-first century.  
 
Whilst issues of gender and economics arise in this thesis, they are not the focus 
of the case study and are therefore, where pertinent, acknowledged yet not 
examined in depth. Similarly, retail and consumption history will be partially 
considered but as contextual information about the nature of the Hodson Shop and 
collection. 
 
 
Definitions and Concepts 
 
The Hodson Shop Collection is a self-contained collection that is defined by its 
provenance and unworn or unused status: it is the unsold shopstock of the 
Hodson Draper’s Shop, now held by Walsall Museum. The collection consists of at 
least 3,759 items and holds 3,110 catalogue records (this estimate will be 
considered and challenged in chapter two).55 To be part of the collection, items 
must have been found at 54 New Road, Willenhall, be in line with the expected 
stock of a early-mid twentieth century draper’s shop, and show no evidence of use 
or wear. As the collection was discovered as a whole in 1983, it is unlikely that 
further items will be added to it or that items will be removed from it, although it is 
believed that a significant number of shop stock items discovered at 54 New Road 
were accessioned into the collection of the Black Country Living Museum in 1984. 
This study will focus upon the collection held by Walsall Museum as the 
provenance of the Black Country Living Museum items has not been confirmed 
due to a lack of documentation. The potential existence of these Hodson Shop 
items will be considered as relevant to the collection’s biography. 
 
																																																								
55 This discrepancy between the number of objects and the number of catalogue 
records is due to multiples of identical items, where only one catalogue record is 
created to cover a number of identical items. 
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The concepts of ‘everyday’ and ‘unworn’ are also central to the identity of the 
collection. Everyday is a contested term, partly due to the difficulties faced when 
attempting to limit what does and does not constitute the everyday. Some authors 
have used the term as interchangeable for the terms non-elite and working class, 
yet as chapter three suggests, this overlooks the fact that working class and non-
elite lives have equal potential to be punctuated by the exceptional. The meaning 
of unworn is less controversial, although there are ambiguities that arise from what 
constitutes ‘wear’ and/or ‘use’: e.g. is trying on a garment already an act of wear?  
 
Dress is used throughout this thesis to describe the items within the collection. 
This term has been chosen as opposed to fashion. Kawamura defined fashion as 
imagined and invisible values and elements present in garments that made them 
‘of the now’.56 Fashion is marked by its constantly changing nature. Whilst some 
garments within the collection may reflect the neophilia of fashion (such as the 
1920s dancing dresses and sportswear), there are many that do not fit within this 
definition, such as items of durable underwear and functional protective garments 
such as aprons and overalls. The term dress is more inclusive and allows for the 
presence of fashionable traits. Broadly, dress is defined using Prown’s 
categorization of ‘adornment’, which consists of ‘jewellery, clothing, hairstyles, 
cosmetics, tattooing, other alterations of the body’.57 In line with this definition, 
other non-clothing items in the collection involved with the adornment and 
cleansing of the body are also considered. Such items provide further insight to 
the relationship between material culture and the body. 
 
 
Methodology 
Approach 
 
The thesis uses an interdisciplinary methodology underpinned by insights from 
dress history, material culture and museological studies, to construct the 																																																								
56 Yuniya Kawamura, Fashion-ology: An Introduction to Fashion Studies (Oxford: 
Berg, 2005), 4. 
57 Jules David Prown, Art as Evidence: Writings on Art and Material Culture (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2001), 71. 
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biography of the Hodson Shop Collection, combining object-based study with 
interviews, focus groups and archival research.  
 
This thesis takes a biographical case study approach, drawing inspiration from 
both studies of material culture and social history. In 1986, Kopytoff asserted that 
‘things’ have culturally significant biographies.58 These biographical details reveal 
judgments and convictions that influence attitudes to objects. To Appadurai, a 
commodity is anything that is intended for exchange and ‘commodity’ is best 
considered as a ‘life phase’.59 Kopytoff develops this into a broad and inclusive 
definition of ‘commodity’, which was (and, arguably, still is) applicable to the stock 
objects of the Hodson Shop Collection. Every dress, lipstick, combination or 
overall was once ‘a thing that has use value and that can be exchanged in a 
discrete transaction for a counterpart’. For Kopytoff, commoditization is a ‘process 
of becoming’ as opposed to an all-or-nothing state: objects drift in and out of the 
commodity state.60 Based on this interpretation it can be argued that the Hodson 
Shop Collection is currently ‘publicly precluded from being commoditised’.61 It is 
located outside the commodity sphere and deemed in some way sacred or, if not 
quite sacred definitely singular. 
 
The Collection did not follow the conventional commodity pathway of 
manufacture→purchase→use→disposal→decay; instead its journey was diverted. 
Appadurai agrees with Kopytoff that ‘commodity is not one kind of thing rather than 
another, but one phase in the life of things’. He describes how the exchange of 
things could be restricted in order to divert the pathway away from commodity 
status.62 The accession of the objects into Walsall Museum’s collection has 
removed the Hodson Shop Collection from the commodity sphere. The collection 
sits within the protection of the museum, with its treatment governed by 																																																								
58 Igor Kopytoff, “The Cultural Biography of Things,” in The Social Life of Things: 
Commodities in Cultural Perspective, ed. Arjun Appadurai (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1986), 68-73. 
59 Arjun Appadurai, introduction to The Social Life of Things: Commodities in 
Cultural Perspective, ed. Arjun Appadurai (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1986),17-25. 
60 Kopytoff, “The Cultural Biography of Things,” 68-73. 
61 Ibid. 
62 Appadurai, “Introduction,”17-25. 
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international codes of practice (such as The International Council of Museums – 
ICOM) – it has entered the ‘symbolic inventory of society’.63 Taylor described how 
clothing in the museum space began a ‘second life as venerable, valued and 
treasured icons’.64 It is this ‘museum life’ that will be the subject of this 
biographical case study. Yet, according to Buck and Dodd, this venerable life is 
still subject to change. They gave the example of the art works that fill the vaults of 
museums, works that were once ‘hailed as masterpieces that have now fallen from 
grace’.65 The closure of Walsall Museum in March 2015 highlighted how 
museums, and the objects that they contain, are vulnerable to downward shifts in 
status. Michael Thompson’s Rubbish Theory (1979) outlines how objects may be 
subject to changes in their value due to the shifting contexts in which they exist as 
they age; passing from transient, to rubbish to durable. The rubbish state was a 
‘timeless and valueless limbo where at some later date…it has the chance of 
being discovered’ and transferred to a durable state’.66  
  
Dannehl suggests that biographical approaches to objects are useful for historians 
as they provide a well-defined time frame and a clear focus upon which to study a 
subject against a context. In ‘Object Biographies: From Production to 
Consumption’, Dannehl compares biographical approaches with the ‘life cycle 
model’ – a model with a clearly defined beginning and end with ‘an intervening 
period of growth and decline’. Biography highlights ‘exceptional or unusual 
features’ whilst the life cycle model focuses on ‘what is generic in the cycle more 
than potential peculiarities’. Biography’s focus on such peculiarities poses issues 
for historians interested in ordinary and mass-produced objects for their ‘generic 
properties’ as opposed to their ‘unusual’ values. Dannehl’s preferred methodology 
combines aspects of both approaches but the implication that mass-produced and 
‘ordinary’ objects are more inclined to generic life stories remains problematic. As 
																																																								
63 Kopytoff, “The Cultural Biography of Things,” 73. 
64 Taylor, The Study of Dress History, 18. 
65 Louisa Buck and Philip Dodd, Relative Values: or What’s Art Worth? (London: 
BBC Books, 1991),13. 
66 Michael Thompson, Rubbish Theory: The Creation and Destruction of Value 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1979), 10. 
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Dannehl acknowledged, everyday and generic objects can be found in exceptional 
or unusual circumstances, such as the museum display or store.67  
 
Biographical studies of museums have tended to focus not on objects or 
collections, but on the individuals who cared for them. They fall into two 
categories: the use of objects to create or support the biography of the individual; 
or the biography of the ‘great and good’ museum founders and workers. Hill’s 
edited collection, Museums and Biography featured a notable section on object 
biography within the museum. Whitelaw, writing on the role of women in museums 
and the problems raised by biographical approaches, criticises them as a 
’discourse of exceptionalism’, that served to valorize women who had held 
prominent positions at the expense of ‘anonymous’ women who had made a vast 
and labour intensive contribution to the existence of the museum. Whitelaw’s work 
can be related to the Hodson Shop Collection and the involvement of Shreeve in 
the collection’s upkeep. In writing the biography of the collection, there will be 
overlaps with Shreeve’s own biography.68  
 
This thesis adopts a case study format as it provides the most appropriate means 
of interrogating what Brewer deemed ‘refuge history’, where the focus is upon the 
small scale and close-up rather than the expansive and sweeping ‘bird’s eye view’ 
of prospect history.69 This perspective helps to counter the biographical tendency 
towards exceptionalism. In developing Brewer’s work on microhistory, Buckley and 
Clark proposed that case studies provided the best means by which to interrogate 
fashion and the everyday.70 The approach of refuge history, or microhistory, helps 
to clearly delineate the scope of this study: it concerns a single collection, within a 
small, local government-run museum. It also serves to focus attention not only on 
																																																								
67 Karin Dannehl, “Object Biographies: From Production to Consumption,” in 
History and Material Culture: A Student’s Guide to Approaching Alternative 
Sources, ed. Karen Harvey (Oxon: Routledge, 2009), Kindle edition. 
68 Anne Whitelaw, “Women, Museums and the Problem of Biography,” in 
Museums and Biographies: Stories, Objects, Identities (Woodbridge: The Boydell 
Press, 2012), 75-86. 
69 John Brewer, “Microhistory and the History of Everyday Life,” Cultural and 
Social History 7, no. 1 (2010): 89. 
70 Buckley and Clark, “Conceptualising Fashion in Everyday Lives,” 27-28. 
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the everyday nature of a collection, but also on its everyday reality, as experienced 
by those who come into contact with it.  
 
Information Sources 
Interviews and Focus Groups 
 
Oral history interviews have become one of social history’s most valuable sources, 
allowing otherwise overlooked voices to heard and noted, particularly since the 
1980s. To date, oral histories of museums have focused mainly upon large, 
metropolitan museums, such as the V&A or Natural History Museum, and 
curatorial narratives.71 The V&A’s Oral History Project is a longitudinal study of the 
museum’s curation history, which explores the nature of curation, meanings and 
understandings of the V&A and how past and present curators identify themselves 
and their work.72 This thesis will use oral history to capture the memories, opinions 
and experiences of the staff of a small, provincial museum. Thompson likened oral 
history to published autobiography but wider in scope. In this study it will be used 
not only as a form of autobiography of the individuals involved with the collection, 
but also to help build a biography of the Hodson Shop Collection.73 Whilst the 
objects themselves are essential to this research, it is people who view and care 
for the collection. Museum professionals have decided that the objects are of 
value and taken decisions to preserve, conserve, display and interpret the objects. 
These human interventions have been instrumental in creating the Hodson Shop 
Collection. 
 
This interaction between people and objects has been a reflexive process, with the 
individual influencing the object and the object influencing the individual. A 
museum professional’s career is shaped by their interactions with the collection or 
a visitor will have an emotional response following contact with the collection. The 																																																								
71 See for example: Linda Sandino, “For the Record: [Un]Official Voices at the 
V&A,” Journal of Conservation and Museum Studies 10, no. 1 (2012): 54-58; Sue 
Hawkins, “Whose Story is it Anyway? The Challenges of Conducting Institutional 
Histories,” Journal of Conservation and Museum Studies 10, no. 1 (2012): 44-53. 
72 “The V&A Oral History Project,” The V&A, accessed June 15, 2015, 
http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/articles/t/the-v-and-a-oral-history-project/. 
73 Paul Thompson, The Voice of the Past (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), 
5. 
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interviews thus seek to establish what the collection means to people, moving 
away from solely professional, museological or academic meanings. There are two 
levels of meaning to explore: the professional and the personal – recognising 
objects’ ability to influence and affect individuals, though this personal layer of 
meaning may only be apparent as a subtext. 
 
Sixteen people were interviewed – all adults who have had contact with the 
Hodson Shop Collection, albeit for varying periods of time and in differing 
capacities. Data was gathered through a combination of semi-structured one-to-
one interviews and focus groups. The interviewees can be broken down into two 
groups: 
 
1. Ten museum professionals or volunteers (current and past) 
2. Six museum visitors 
 
Museum professionals include those who have experienced contact with the 
collection within a professional context, be it curatorial or as a gallery assistant. 
These were interviewed in semi-structured one-to-one format. The cohort of ten 
interviewees included the entire staff of Walsall Museum from October 2012 
onwards, past employees and honorary curators or volunteers (two of which were 
volunteers at the Lock Museum/Locksmith’s House). The interviewees were 
identified in consultation with Walsall Museum, who provided a list of all museum 
employees and relevant volunteers since the collection’s discovery in 1983 and 
facilitated introductions to these individuals. In two cases, the potential 
interviewees were not willing to take part in the research. In such cases, their 
choice has been respected and areas where their input would have been valuable 
have been highlighted.  Within the museum professional cohort, there is a 
distinction between those in the curatorial role, those in a visitor-facing role and 
volunteers (appendix 1.1, 1.2 and 1.3). The curatorial professionals are those who 
have in-depth knowledge of the collection within its various museum locations: the 
store, the gallery and online. They have made decisions regarding how and where 
the collection is displayed and made choices regarding the conservation and 
preservation of the collection. They are the individuals who have created 
documentary evidence about the collection – from cataloguing to funding bids. 
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They are, or were, also responsible for creating the narratives of the collection. 
The visitor-facing professionals have primarily experienced the collection in the 
gallery environment. Their role has concerned the interpretation of the collection to 
museum visitors. 
 
Visitors are those who attended Walsall Museum as a social and leisure activity. 
The views of this group were collected in a two focus groups. The cohort were 
required to have some prior experience of the Hodson Shop Collection – such as 
attending an exhibition or talk on the collection. This cohort was identified by 
approaching the museum’s craft group – a group of approximately ten women who 
met at the museum on a monthly basis and would regularly attend talks and 
workshops organised by the museum. More random means of identifying a cohort 
were initially attempted, but the sporadic and fleeting nature of the museum’s 
visitors made such an approach unworkable. Whilst there were people who visited 
the museum more than once a year, there were problems in contacting these 
individuals and they were few and far between. Also, their contact with the Hodson 
Shop Collection would be limited, making in-depth interviews impossible. 
 
At the outset of this project, in October 2012, Walsall Museum’s staffing structure 
consisted of a Community History Curator (Jennifer Thomson) who managed the 
museum and its staff, a Collections Officer (Catherine Lister) who was responsible 
for the upkeep, care and management of the items within the museum’s 
collections, Honorary Curator of Costume, Sheila Shreeve and two Visitor 
Assistants (Barbara Harper and Kiranpreet Muctor) who were ‘public facing’ staff 
working in the galleries, delivering workshops and responding to face-to-face 
gallery enquiries. The staffing structure had changed a great deal in the years prior 
to this research, with roles such as Education Officer being eliminated and the 
number of Visitor Assistants being reduced. These reductions were directly related 
to the reduction in government funding available to the museum. As the project 
progressed, there were further changes to the staff with Thomson, taking maternity 
leave from September 2014. Maternity cover was provided by Jane Hubbard until 
May 2015. Muctor also left Walsall Museum in 2014 and was replaced by Jyoti 
Patel. Following Walsall Council’s decision to close Walsall Museum in March 
2015, all museum staff with the exception of Lister were made redundant. Sheila 
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Shreeve’s role as Honorary Curator of Costume also came to end in 2014, 
although due to the voluntary nature of her role there was no official termination of 
her involvement with the collection, rather a gradual decrease in her presence at 
the museum. 
 
There were five phases to the interview/focus group process: 
 
Approach and ethical approval: All participants were asked for their consent 
prior to the interview/focus group taking place. They were given an information 
sheet outlining the aims of the project, the nature of the interview/focus group and 
how the interview data would be used (appendix 1.4). 
 
The interview: The interviews were semi-structured. There was an outline list of 
questions, with room for discussion, expansion and explanation on interesting and 
relevant points as they emerged. The outline questions varied slightly according to 
the interviewee (for example: a museum visitor is not in a position to answer the 
exact same set of questions asked of a curator). Whilst there were some variations 
in the phrasing of the questions, care was taken to ensure that the questions 
provided common ground upon which to make comparisons and pull together 
findings into a meaningful whole. The semi-structured format provided an 
opportunity to establish a good rapport with the interviewees, which, in turn, led to 
a greater level of depth in their responses. Discussion prompts and questions are 
detailed in appendix 1.5. 
OR 
Focus Group: The focus group participants had some previous experience of the 
Hodson Shop Collection. The first focus group took the form of a one-hour informal 
discussion around participants’ knowledge and understanding of the Hodson Shop 
Collection. It took place in Walsall Museum’s Education Room, December 12, 
2013. The group was prompted to discuss their experiences of the collection (for 
prompts, see appendix 1.6). The second focus group took place in the same 
location on November 15, 2015 and involved the study of six objects from the 
collection (detailed in appendix 1.7 - these objects are also the subject of the case 
studies used throughout this thesis). Over the course of the two-hour session, 
participants were allowed to handle the objects (having being briefed on safe 
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object handling) and were asked to share their first impressions of the objects, 
their emotional responses to them, perceptions of condition and thoughts and 
experiences of the objects in a museum context.  
 
Transcription: Each interview/focus group was recorded using a digital audio 
recording device, with notes made at key points throughout the interview. The 
interview was then transcribed, in full, as promptly after the interview as possible. 
 
Follow Up: In some cases, follow up interviews/contact were required, especially 
following the news that Walsall Museum was to close March 2015. The developing 
situation regarding Walsall Museum’s closure required certain topics, such as 
hopes for the future of the collection, to be revisited. Some important gaps in 
information only become apparent having transcribed and sifted through the 
interview/focus group data.  
 
Analysis: Once transcribed, the interviews were handled collectively and 
comparatively, as opposed to individual narratives. Responses were grouped 
according to discussion themes – with pertinent content lifted from each interview 
and arranged to make comparison across the interviews possible. In doing so, it 
was possible to locate common themes, opinions and attitudes (and, perhaps 
more tellingly, where individuals diverged from such trends).  
 
There were also occasions where interview/focus group findings intersected with 
those of the object analysis, therefore these findings will not be treated in isolation. 
There were overlaps due, in part, to objects being used as visual stimulus during 
the focus groups. 
 
Object-Based Study 
 
The purpose of the object-based study was two-fold: firstly it identified unifying 
characteristics amongst the objects and gained a detailed understanding of the 
nature of the collection; secondly, it assessed the presence and nature of physical 
biographical information upon the surface of the objects in the form of dirt, damage 
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and decay. There was some overlap in the methods used to achieve these 
purposes, as the description of surface condition was significant for both functions. 
 
Object-based approaches are central to the study of historical dress. As Steele 
suggests, the interpretation of objects provides the most valuable methodology for 
the study of fashion history.74 Taylor and Tarrant have both strongly advocated an 
object-based approach, calling for attention to be paid to even minute detail.75 
Dress history’s methods have generally been drawn from material culture studies, 
with the work and processes of Prown, McClung Fleming and Schlereth being 
used as the basis for further study.76 Mida and Kim identified this lack of a dress-
specific research methodology and the informal nature of knowledge around 
object-based study, which their practical guide to the study of dress seeks to 
address through an adapted form of Prownian material culture methodology.77 
Dress historians’ focus upon object-based research is reflective of a wider material 
turn within history during the late twentieth century,78 or what Gerritsen and Riello 
describe as historians’ ‘Damascene conversion to material culture’.79  
 
As mentioned above, the Hodson Shop Collection is not overtly a fashion 
collection (though fashionable influences are present) and consists of items used 
for acts of bodily adornment beyond dress, such as hair accessories, cosmetics 
and trimmings. Many of the objects are everyday and, arguably, mundane (see 
chapter two for full description and analysis of the cataloguing and contents of the 																																																								
74 Valerie Steele, “A Museum of Fashion is More Than a Clothes-Bag,” Fashion 
Theory 2, no. 4 (1998): 337. 
75 Taylor, The Study of Dress History, chapter 1.; Tarrant, “The Real Thing,” 12-22. 
76 Jules David Prown, “Mind in Matter: An Introduction to Material Culture Theory 
and Method,” in Art as Evidence: Writings on Art and Material Culture  (London: 
Yale University Press, 2001), 69-95; E McClung Fleming, “Artifact Study: A 
Proposed Model,” Winterthur Portfolio 9 (1974): 153-173; Thomas J. Schlereth 
(ed.), Material Culture: A Research Guide (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 
1985)   
77 Ingrid Mida and Alexander Kim, The Dress Detective: A Practical Guide to 
Object-Based Research in Fashion (London: Bloomsbury, 2015). 
78 See: Thomas J. Schlereth “Preface,” in Material Culture: A Research Guide 
(Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1985), ix-xiv. 
79 Anne Gerritsen and Giorgio Riello, “Introduction: Writing Material Culture 
History,” in Writing Material Culture History, eds. Anne Gerritsen and Giorgio Riello 
(London: Bloomsbury, 2015), 1. 
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collection). The collection therefore requires an approach that recognises the 
biographies of the garments and objects amongst the ‘disarray of wild things that 
don’t quite fit anywhere – the undisciplined’, for the items are not “art” yet that 
have become somehow sacred in the process of entering the museum. They are 
arguably the epitome of Attfield’s “undisciplined” wild things.80 Material culture 
methodology is therefore the most appropriate means of interrogating the 
collection in order to establish object characteristics and an understanding of the 
nature of the objects and collection as a whole. It provides a flexible and adaptable 
framework that can be applied (with some adaptation) to both garments and other 
objects used to adorn the body. Prown’s three-stage process of analysis: 
description, deduction and speculation provided the basis for the object study.81 
 
There is also an archaeological aspect to the object analysis process, based upon 
the concept of surface as palimpsest.82 Such a metaphor is helpful when taking a 
biographical approach, as the surface of the object becomes the page upon which 
the biography is written in the form of physical evidence. Kelley described these 
surface changes as ‘histories’ that are ‘inscribed directly upon their surfaces’. Such 
‘histories’ may be the results of ‘influences from without (the world around) and 
within (the body of the wearer)’.83 Consequently, the condition of the sample of 
objects was also examined, drawing upon Caple’s categorisation of three forms of 
physical evidence (deposits, physical damage and decay).84 No scientific chemical 
analysis of evidence was conducted. The level and presence of the forms of 
evidence was recorded and combined to create both an assessment of the 
individual item condition and an overview of the collection’s condition as a whole. 
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The process that was deployed seeks to strike a balance between the descriptive 
(and factual/tangible), the comparative (with historical documentation of 
objects/garments) and the speculative. The findings of the analysis are used 
throughout the thesis, in comparison or combination with interview findings and 
documentary sources. Object case studies are used to evaluate the usefulness of 
theoretical discourses around the everyday and unworn. 
 
Fifty-two clothing and accessory/haberdashery items (see appendix 2.1) form the 
core sample. These items were part of an exhibition of the Hodson Shop 
Collection at Walsall Museum between September 2012 and January 2013. A 
further three garments were examined in addition to the core sample; these were 
items that were connected with the Hodson Shop yet their place within the 
museum’s collections had been the subject of debate. 
 
The core sample included items spanning the full chronological range of the 
collection – from 1920s blouses and underwear through to 1950s hats and 
dresses. These objects also provided a statistically representative overview of the 
nature of the collection's contents (Table 1). With the notable exception of 
menswear, all of the largest collection catalogue headings were represented; the 
sample included items of womenswear and accessories, children's wear, toiletries, 
cosmetics and haberdashery.  
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Table 1: Comparison of Sample to Whole Collection by Collection Heading 
Collection 
heading/prefix 
Number of 
items in 
collection 
% of all items 
in collection* 
Number of 
items in 
sample 
% of sample* 
HSW Women’s 
wear 
2203.5 40.5% 28 53% 
HSM Men’s wear 91.5 1.7% 0 0% 
HSC Children’s 
wear (gender 
neutral) 
369.5 6.8% 4 7% 
HSJ Junior 
clothing (baby 
wear - gender 
neutral) 
94 1.7% 2 4% 
HSG Children’s 
wear (female) 
56 1% 3 6% 
HSB Children’s 
wear (male) 
12 0.2% 0 0% 
HST Toiletries 353 6.5% 4 7% 
HSH 
haberdashery 
1497 27.5% 11 21% 
HSS Soft 
furnishing 
137 2.5% 0 0% 
HSD 
Domestic/sanitary 
items 
34 0.6% 0 0% 
HSP Print and 
patterns 
304 5.6% 0 0% 
HSR Catalogues, 
labeling and 
adverts 
231 4.2% 0 0% 
HSX Magazines 63 1.2% 0 0% 
TOTAL 5445.5 100%  100% 
* Percentages may not equal 100% due to rounding of decimals 
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Chart 1: Number of Items in each category – whole collection 
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Chart 2: Number of items in each category – research sample 
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Honorary Costume Curator, Shreeve, selected these 52 objects for display. She 
was working to a loose brief from Community History Curator, Jennifer Thomson. 
According to Thomson, the overall aim for the exhibition was to ‘...provide an 
introduction to Hodson Shop collection and an overview/cross-section of its 
contents’.85 
  
The three additional garments, a 1920s crepe day dress and 1950s dress and 
jacket, are believed to have been worn by the Hodson sisters at the time they were 
running the shop and may, at one point, have been part of the shop’s stock. The 
items were found in the shop building and were accessioned into Walsall 
Museum’s collection in 2012. Yet there was much discussion amongst staff as to 
whether these objects should join the Hodson Shop Collection or be listed in the 
Community Costume Collection. They highlighted the distinctions between ‘worn’ 
and ‘unworn’ garments and held uncertain status within the museum. By studying 
the garments and following their journey through the museum’s accessioning and 
cataloguing processes, it was possible to gain insights into how the collection was 
defined and how museum professionals determined the position of items within the 
collections.  
 
Having identified the sample, items were examined and described in detail (see 
appendix 2.2 for full descriptive details recorded). The descriptors were based 
upon the data headings used in the Museum Documentation Association 
catalogue cards, with some additional headings. The descriptors were altered 
slightly depending on whether the item was clothing or non-clothing. In cases 
where packaging and/or labelling were present, this was recorded in detail as 
supplementary information. Fully packaged items were considered as an object as 
a whole. The next phase of analysis involved linking existent records and other 
information specific to the object: a comparison of descriptive findings with 
collection catalogue listings, catalogue cards, visitor interpretation notes and item 
listing on the Black Country History online collections database. The Hodson Shop 
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February 21, 2013 
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Archive was then used to test the findings from the descriptive and comparative 
stages and attempt to establish as much biographical detail about specific objects 
as possible. Data regarding the object’s condition was collected during the 
descriptive stage under three headings: dirt, damage, decay. Full details of the 
process used to assess surface condition can be found in Chapter Six. 
 
Documentary, Archival and Other Textual Sources 
 
Archival sources and museum documents were used to provide additional 
information and context to the data gathered through the interview and object 
analysis processes. They were used to fill gaps in information, clarify uncertainties 
and, in some cases, to challenge findings. These textual sources helped to 
assemble the fullest possible biography for the collection and its component 
objects. They were approached both as sources in heir own right and in 
conjunction with other sources. The sources available included: 
 
Archival Sources: the business documentation that accompanies the 
Hodson Shop Collection. This included invoice books, correspondence, 
insurance documents, banking books and trade catalogues. These 
documents were discovered at 54 New Road in 1983. 
 
Museum Documents: documents created concerning the Hodson Shop 
Collection during its life within Walsall Museum and prior to accessioning, 
1983-1993. These included documents regarding the acquisition of the 
collection, correspondence, the collection catalogue, application forms for 
designated status, promotional materials relating to exhibitions, planning 
documents for exhibitions and other relevant documents created by 
museum staff in their professional capacity that the museum made 
available. 
 
The first stage of the archival research involved searching for any links between 
the items studied in the object analysis and the Hodson Shop archive. These links 
included images of similar items in trade catalogues, wholesaler invoices and 
orders for items matching descriptions, customer receipts for similar items and 
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mentions of similar items in correspondence. Through this process, it was possible 
to link some objects with specific suppliers/manufacturers, prices, wholesalers and 
dates – confirming or challenging hypotheses formed during object analysis.86 The 
level of detail provided in the archive varied from detailed images and prices listed 
in catalogues to handwritten single-word (and barely legible) descriptions on 
customer invoices.   
 
The two most useful sources of museum documentation relating to the Hodson 
Shop Collection were the catalogue and the applications for designated status. 
The collection catalogue entries played a significant role in the object analysis 
process – although they were only consulted following the descriptive analysis of 
the objects. The catalogue was useful both as a point of comparison and as a 
source of additional information, for example when facing a difficulty establishing a 
precise date or fabric composition. Shreeve created the catalogue over a period of 
approximately ten years, between 1993 and 2003. The level of detail provided for 
items varied – with dresses and hats receiving the most detail, including detailed 
line drawings. Toiletries and household objects often had single line entries. 
Dates, measurements and shade/print details were given in most cases although 
most detail was provided for clothing items.  
 
The catalogue also contained a wealth of supplementary documents, including: a 
breakdown of the collection by brand, a breakdown of the collection by catalogue 
headings, a list of Utility CC41 clothing items and images from archival trade 
catalogues next to catalogue entries detailing similar items. The dates of these 
documents varied, with many neither dated or paginated. Some were handwritten 
and others were typed, most of which appear to have been written by Shreeve. 
Significantly, the catalogue contained a draft version of ‘The Hodson Shop 
Collection: Conditions of Acceptance by Walsall Museum and Art Gallery’ – the 
document that formalised the handover of the collection from the trust responsible 
for the Lock Museum to Walsall Metropolitan Borough Council in 1993. These 
supplementary documents were used throughout the research process to support 
																																																								
86 A hypothetical example being: correspondence detailing how a customer wishes 
to return an unsuitable item. 
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the object analysis and interview findings in order to create a full and accurate 
collection biography and provide insights into shifting perceptions, definitions and 
interpretations of the collection. 
 
Walsall Museum also made available two applications for Designated Status for 
the Hodson Shop Collection, one from 1998 and the other from 2011. Each 
application included a detailed application and a number of supporting 
documentation such as images, press clippings, letters of endorsement and lists 
detailing dates and the nature of researcher visits to the collection. At the time of 
writing (2016), the Designation scheme is currently administered by Arts Council 
England and has recently reopened to applicants following a review process that 
was completed in Spring 2014.87 The scheme seeks to identify ‘the pre-eminent 
collections of national and international importance held in England’s non-national 
museums, libraries and archives, based on their quality and significance’.88 Both of 
the Hodson Shop collection applications were unsuccessful yet the documents 
provided a wealth of information regarding how the collection has been defined 
and interpreted over the course of fifteen years. They were be studied in-depth 
and compared in order to establish the facts of the collection’s biography at those 
two stages in its history and the changes in how the collection was interpreted and 
presented.  
 
Content 
 
Chapter one establishes the pre-museum history of the collection. This will consist 
of the history of the Hodson General and Fancy Drapers Shop, 1920-1983, drawn 
from existing historical accounts of the shop and archival sources. Chapter two 
then provides a description of the size, cataloguing and contents of the collection. 
Chapter three is an in-depth biography of the collection’s museum life, tracing the 
story of the collection from its point of discovery in November 1983 through to May 																																																								
87 “The Designation scheme is now closed for review,” Arts Council England, 
accessed October 18, 2013, http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/news/arts-council-
news/Designation-scheme-now-closed-review/. The scheme was administered by 
the Museum, Libraries and Archives Council until May 2012. 
88 ‘Designation Scheme’, Arts Council England, accessed October 8, 2013, 
http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/what-we-do/raising-standards/Designation-scheme/. 
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2015. The chapter uses oral history interviews and documentary sources to 
compile a detailed account of the life of the collection over this thirty-two-year 
period. 
 
The chapter four examines how museum professionals working with the collection 
and visitors define and interpret the collection. It uses oral evidence and object 
analysis to gain insights as to how the collection has been understood and how its 
importance has been assessed, with specific attention paid to the 1999 and 2011 
bids for Designated status. Chapter five places the collection within a spatial 
context, describing firstly the history of the collection’s display and storage before 
considering the impact of this upon the biography of the individual items. Chapters 
six and seven consider the collection in light of two defining concepts: the unworn 
and the everyday. The chapters expand on concepts raised in this introduction and 
explore the relevance and value of theoretical and philosophical perspectives on 
firstly, the everyday and secondly, the unworn when applied to the Hodson Shop 
Collection. Object case studies are used to test, challenge and demonstrate these 
concepts. Finally, chapter eight provides a survey of the surface condition of items 
in the collection and assesses how this impacts upon how the collection is 
perceived and valued, with reference to its everyday and unworn nature. Case 
studies are used to illustrate how surface condition influences perceptions and can 
reveal biographical details.  
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Chapter One: The History of the Hodson Shop, 1905-1983 
 
This chapter provides a history of the Hodson Shop and 54 New Road Willenhall, 
from 1905-1983. The history of the Hodson Shop and family are integral to 
understanding the Hodson Shop Collection. 1983 marked beginning of transition of 
the objects from shop/house to museum and, for this reason, this thesis treats the 
pre- and post-1983 periods of the collection’s history as distinct; Chapter three will 
provide a detailed analysis of the collection’s post-1983 museum and 
organisational life. The summarised history presented in this chapter draws from 
existing studies of the shop and family history and documents relating to the 
history of 54 New Road. It is based upon secondary sources, though some 
primary archival sources are also referred to in instances where there is 
uncertainty, ambiguity or disagreement in secondary accounts. These archival 
sources include the Hodson Shop Archive, held by Walsall Museum and the 
Hodson Archive, held by the Black Country Living Museum.1 The interconnected 
histories of the Hodson Shop and family have been well documented, with studies 
conducted by Sheila Shreeve and the local historians Joyce Hammond and 
Brenda Jephcott. 54 New Road is now owned by the Black Country Living 
Museum. It is referred to as the Locksmith’s House and is open to the public 
several times a year. 
 
This chapter examines the nature of the business, its customers and approaches 
to acquiring stock. The chapter begins with the opening of the shop, considering 
the history of the Hodson family and discussing possible motivations for the 
opening of the shop, including some contextual analysis of female shop keeping in 
the early twentieth century. Oral recollections of the shop and other archival 
sources will be used to establish an overview of the business during its early 
years. Secondly, the nature and operation of the business is considered in relation 																																																								
1 As will be explained in further detail in chapter three, the contents of 54 New 
Road was split following its discovery in 1983. Most of the stock, documents and 
other paraphernalia related to the shop was acquisitioned to Walsall Museum in 
1993. All other documents, including those pertaining to the family lock making 
business and other family matters were kept by the Lock Museum Trust and later 
passed on to the Black Country Living Museum who acquired the property in 2003. 
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to the physical shop environment, the supply of goods to the shop and the 
business relationships between the Hodson sisters and their suppliers. The next 
section will consider the clientele of the shop – who they were and how they 
interacted with the business. The chapter concludes with an account of the final 
years of the shop, from the 1960s to the shop’s discovery in 1983. 
 
 
The Business’s Beginnings 
 
The Hodson family had operated lock-making businesses in Willenhall since 1792. 
After several relocations within the town, husband and wife, John and Sarah 
Hodson moved to 54 New Road in 1905.2 Historian Joyce Hammond described 
New Road during this period as being ‘one of the premier roads in Willenhall 
where many of the town’s dignitaries and leading businessmen lived’.3 The 
property was home to John (1861-1911) and Sarah Hodson (1860-1951) and their 
four children: Ida (1888-1958), Edith (1891-1966), Edgar (1892-1970) and Flora 
(1899-1983).4 Edgar joined his father’s lock making business, using workshops 
located in a courtyard to the rear of the house. The lock making business was 
successful, selling and exporting large quantities of locks ‘at the cheaper end of 
the market’ to the British and international market.5 Educational documents from 
the Black Country Museum state that the women of the family ‘helped with the 
book keeping and packing the finished goods’.6 John Hodson died in 1911, leaving 
19-year-old Edgar to continue running the family business. Sarah Hodson 
remained at 54 New Road for the rest of her life, dying in 1951 at the age of 91. 
The eldest Hodson daughter, Ida, married George Nicholls, a cashier and clerk for 
																																																								
2 “The Lock Smith’s House Historical Background,” Black Country Living Museum, 
accessed February 14, 2014, http://www.bclm.co.uk/media/locations/library/lh-
history.pdf. 
3 Joyce Hammond, “The History of the Hodson Shop,” (Museum information 
document, Walsall Museum, 1998), 2. 
4 There were two other Hodson siblings who died in early childhood: Irene 
Elizabeth (1898-1904) and Florence May (1894-1896). 
5 “The Lock Smith’s House Historical Background”. 
6 Ibid. 
	 39 
the Hodson family lock making business, and left the family home.7 Edith, Edgar 
and Flora did not marry and lived and worked together at 54 New Road for the rest 
of their lives.8 
In 1920, at the age of 29, Edith took the decision to open a draper’s shop in the 
front room of the family home, with ‘a window onto the street where goods could 
be displayed’.9 Edith had undertaken some work outside the family business 
during the First World War, although Hammond pointed out, the exact nature of 
this work remained vague.10 Her motivations for establishing the shop are also 
unclear, though Shreeve suggested that ‘perhaps she did not want to work in the 
grubby surroundings of the lock factory and thought that shop keeping would be a 
more genteel occupation.’11 A visitor information booklet for 54 New Road states 
that: ‘from existing photographs it seems that both girls were interested in fashion’. 
The booklet features a number of photographs of the sisters wearing fashionable 
garments.12 Lou Taylor believed that both Edith and Flora were ‘socially 
ambitious’.13 This claim is supported by the sisters’ involvement in the local 
community, where they were both active participants in ‘church, politics, charitable 
works and amateur dramatics’.14 Flora’s insistence during her later life on wearing 
a flamboyant fur coat could also be considered as sartorial evidence of her 
upwardly mobile ambitions.15 There were also familial influences that may have 
directed Edith towards opening the shop. Edith was not the first member of the 
Hodson family to be associated with shop keeping. Before moving to 54 New 
Road, the family may have lived or spent time in a property that also served as a 
shop, as Hammond explained: 
 
It seems that John and Sarah soon moved to the Lower Lichfield Street 																																																								
7 Black Country Living Museum, The Hodson Family: 54 New Road, Visitor 
Information Booklet, not paginated. 
8 Hammond, “The History of the Hodson Shop,” 3. 
9 Sheila Shreeve, “The Hodson Shop,” Costume 48, no. 1 (2014): 84. 
10 Hammond, “The History of the Hodson Shop,” 3. 
11 Shreeve, “The Hodson Shop,” 84 
12 Black Country Living Museum, The Hodson Family, not paginated. 
13 Lou Taylor, The Study of Dress History (Manchester: Manchester University 
Press, 2003), 10.  
14 Black Country Living Museum, The Hodson Family, not paginated. 
15 Hammond, “The History of the Hodson Shop,” 5. 
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property as the address given on the birth certificate of their son born on the 
30th September 1892 is given as 79, Lower Lichfield Street. 
A Willenhall rate book of 1894 tells us that John Hodson was only the 
occupier of this property and a John Robinson was in fact the owner. The 
premises are described as 'house and shop’.16 
The extent to which earlier generations of the Hodsons were actively involved in 
shop keeping is unknown, although it is apparent that they at least spent 
significant time living in a building that housed some form of shop, selling clothing 
such as ‘blouses and skirts’ and ‘black costumes’ alongside furniture items such 
as ‘cots and stands’ and ‘dressing tables’.17 The occupation of John Hodson’s 
younger sister, Harriet was listed in the 1891 census as ‘dressmaker’.18 Jephcott 
believed that John Hodson had a cousin who owned a clothing shop in northern 
England called Paris House, although documents from the Black Country Living 
Museum have indicated that the shop may have been called Parisian Fashions.19  
A family history in dressmaking and shop keeping, combined with an interest in 
fashion may have inspired Edith to embark on her venture, although her exact 
motivations are unlikely to ever be established. 
Another influencing factor for the opening of the shop may have been the rising 
availability of mass produced clothing and resulting decrease in specialist dress-
making skills required to work in clothing retail. In 1954 Jefferys’ stated that: 
 
…the detailed knowledge and experience required to run a dress, lingerie, 
blouse, or stocking shop in the inter-war years was far less that that 
required to run a draper’s shop in the pre-1914 years.20  
 																																																								
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Brenda Jephcott (Former Volunteer and Education Officer, The Lock Museum). 
Interview by author. Digital recording. Willenhall, September 17, 2015; Helen 
Taylor, Curator of Domestic and Cultural Life, Black Country Living Museum, email 
message to author, June 28, 2015. 
20 James B. Jefferys, Retail Trading in Britain 1850-1950 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1954), 334. 
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The contents of the collection (see chapter two) and archive indicates that the 
Hodson sisters did not make the clothing that they sold, although there are several 
garments that show evidence of attempted alteration or of being handmade (an 
example is HSW068 – a 1940s floral rayon crepe day dress that appears to be 
handmade or altered by hand. Hammond cited ‘surviving hand drafted patterns 
and a Vogue bought pattern’ as implying that at least one of the sisters had 
dressmaking abilities.21  
 
Gender played a significant role in the history of twentieth century retailing. 
Indeed, the nineteenth and twentieth centuries have been described as a period of 
rapid and widespread ‘feminisation’ of shop work.22 Yet Benson and Ugolini point 
out that most women took on work as sales assistants rather than filling 
management roles or establishing their own business. They also question the 
notion of a purported female ‘craze for shopkeeping’ and the perception that retail 
offered ‘suitable’ work for women, pointing to the difficulties that women could face 
when attempting to access credit and the social acceptability of a woman making a 
significant profit as opposed to ‘pin money’.23 
 
Flora Hodson worked in a clerical role at Staffordshire Bolt and Nut and Fencing 
Co. Ltd. from 1918 until she was laid off in 1927. It was at this point that she 
decided to commit to joining her sister in the business. Shreeve believed that the 
addition of Flora provided Edith with the freedom to ‘attend the wholesale 
warehouses in Birmingham more often’. The sisters regularly dealt with the 
Birmingham-based wholesalers, Wilkinson and Riddell, Larkins and Bell and 
Nicholson. Shreeve stated that most of the store’s clothing came from these three 
suppliers, whilst most pre-Second World War haberdashery items came from 
Walsall-based Ennals and Co.24 The quantities and dates of invoices in the 
archive confirm this assertion. 
																																																								
21 Hammond, “The History of the Hodson Shop,” 5. 
22 John Benson and Laura Ugolini, introduction to A Nation of Shopkeepers: Five 
Centuries of British Retailing, ed. John Benson and Laura Ugolini (London: I.B. 
Tauris & Co., 2003), 7. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Shreeve, “The Hodson Shop,” 85. 
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Hammond acknowledged the difficulties in finding oral testimony about the shop 
during the early years, as respondents would have been ‘in their late eighties and 
older’ when the interviews were recorded in 1998.25 Nellie Humphries was the 
oldest oral history respondent. She was born in Willenhall in 1913 (seven years 
before the opening of the shop) and visited the shop to run errands for her 
grandmother during the 1920s. She recalled the shop as being ‘well stocked’ with 
a ‘nicely arranged’ shop window. A letter in the Hodson Shop archive, dated 9 July 
1920 suggested that Edith took some pride in the shop and its stock. Edith wished 
to return knickers to an unnamed supplier on the grounds that they were ‘not to 
sample’ and two pairs were damaged. She continued: ‘…I must have perfect 
goods for my customer in this instance.’26 Though indicative of high standards, the 
inclusion of the phrase ‘in this instance’ suggests that there may have been 
customers for whom less than perfect goods would have been suitable; the 
customers of the Hodson shop and their treatment are considered in greater depth 
later in this chapter. 
A key event during the early years of the shop was an aggravated robbery that 
occurred around 1924-25. Undated newspaper clippings found at the Locksmith’s 
House tell how Walter or William Copeley, a ‘persistant thief’ from Walsall, entered 
the shop at around 3pm on 11 November. He assaulted Sarah Hodson with a 
‘violent blow’ and took approximately £5 from the till. Sarah’s jaw was broken in 
the attack and Copeley was sentenced to eighteen months in prison.27 Whilst the 
repercussions of this attack are unclear, it is highly likely that such a traumatic 
event took an emotional toll on Sarah, Flora and Edith. It also highlights how the 
running of the shop involved family members other than Edith and Flora. 
The shop opened at a time of great change in retailing. Multiple retailers, many of 																																																								
25 Joyce Hammond, A Summary of the Oral Evidence on the Hodson Shop 
(Walsall: Walsall Museum, 1998), 1. 
26 The Hodson Shop Archive, Walsall Museum, HSA4, Notes, Lists etc. written to 
or by the Hodson Sisters, Letter to unnamed supplier from Edith Hodson, undated, 
9 July 1920. 
27 The clippings were not found within a formal archive, interviewee, Brenda 
Jephcott provided them. She had found them whilst researching the Hodson family 
history yet was unable to state exactly where they were found.  The date and 
publication details were not present on them due to how they had been cut out 
from the newspapers. 
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them vertically integrated, were beginning to develop and expand, offering 
consumers a wider choice of clothing at affordable prices. Marks and Spencer had 
begun selling clothing in the mid-1920s. They began trading in central Birmingham 
in 1895 and opened a store on Park Street. By 1933, the Birmingham Marks and 
Spencer store covered 24,000 square feet.28 Yet the Hodson sisters may have 
been able to offer higher quality goods and a more personal service, allowing them 
to, if not directly compete, then at least cater to a different customer group than 
department stores or multiple retailers.29 Many of these retailers catered for the 
cheapest or elite end of the market and often specialized in menswear.30 
 
The Nature of the Shop 
 
E. A. and F.S. Hodson General and Fancy Drapers specialised in selling ‘ladies’ 
underwear, blouses etc.’, as stated on the headed sales docket pictured in Fig. 6. 
The term draper was originally used to refer to those dealing in the manufacture 
and sale of woolen textiles though, by the twentieth century, it was used more 
generally to refer to anyone dealing in cloth and textile based products, including 
ready-made clothing. The sisters’ decision to describe themselves as both general 
and fancy drapers is indicative of dealing, or aspirations for dealing, in more 
luxurious and fine textiles (hence the fancy), as well as more generic and 
mundane textile items such as woolen vests and knickers. The surviving contents 
of the shop indicates that the sisters predominantly dealt in general drapery, 
though some ‘fancy’ items and higher-end items are in evidence. Wilson and 
Taylor considered the Hodson Shop to be a ‘lower end of the market’ example of a 
Madam Shop – a small shop that sold ready-made clothing typically supplied 
direct by manufacturers, wholesalers or middlemen.31 Such shops were typically 
named after their female proprietor – Madam Wright, Madam Barnett etc.. 																																																								
28 Marks in Time, ‘Your M&S Store History’, M&S Company Archive, 
http://marksintime.dbda.net/store_history/ [accessed 28 July 2015]. 
29 Christopher Breward, The Culture of Fashion (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 1995), 209-210. 
30 Such menswear multiples included Fifty Shilling Tailors, Joseph Hepworth and 
Son and Montague Burton 
31 Elizabeth Wilson and Lou Taylor, Through the Looking Glass: A History of Dress 
from 1860 to the Present Day (London: BBC Books, 1989), 93. 
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Horwood provides an oral account of how such a shop sold clothes that ‘weren’t 
terribly fashionable, but they weren’t frumpish either’.32  A woman establishing a 
shop in the front room of her home was a widespread practice during the 
Edwardian period through to post-World War I. According to Pamela Horn, a 
majority of these retailers ran small operations with either a single store or small 
chain. It was perceived that little training or skill was necessary for women to 
establish a small shop in this way. Horn gives examples of a man describing how 
his wife ‘caught the craze for shop keeping’, resulting in the construction of a 
counter and shelves within the front room.33 The Hodson Shop was small, located 
in the front room of 54 New Road. It had a large sash window facing on to New 
Road, permanently curtained off from the rest of shop and used to display a small 
number of goods. Customer would access the shop by walking along a hallway 
from the front door and turning into the first door on the right, as oral history 
respondent, Nellie Humphries (born Willenhall, 1913) and Margaret Anslow (born 
Willenhall, 1923) recalled: 
 
Well, when you went up the two steps, you was [sic] in a hall, and then the 
door to go into the room where she'd got the shop with all the clothes was 
the first one as you went in on the side.34  
It was really the front of a house - the front room in a house. You went up 
two steps into the hall and then the shop was on the right…35  
The next door along the hallway opened into the family’s living room and provided 
access to the private living areas of the house. A simple gas-fuelled chandelier 
illuminated the shop and there was a large chimneybreast and fireplace on the 
wall opposite the entrance door. A bell was rigged over the door to alert Edith and 
Flora to people entering the shop. Two large counters formed an L-shape, running 
in front of the window and fireplace (see fig. 1). Stock was stored and displayed on 
shelves in alcoves to either side of the fireplace and on shelves that ran along the 																																																								
32 Horwood, Keeping Up Appearances, Kindle edition. 
33 Horn, Behind the Counter, xv. 
34 Joyce Hammond, Memories of the Hodson Shop (Walsall: Walsall Museum, 
1998),1. 
35 Ibid. 
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wall opposite the window. An indicative layout, based on Shreeve’s sketch and 
images of the shop post-1983, of the shop is provided in fig. 2. 
  
	 46 
 
 Figure 1: Image by author, Undated Sketch of Interior of the Hodson Shop by Sheila Shreeve. 2015, digital 
colour photograph. From author’s collection. 
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Figure 2: Plan by author, Indicative floorplan of the interior layout of the Hodson Shop, not to scale. 
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Oral history interviews conducted by Hammond in 1998 provided insight to the 
interior of the shop. The overall impression is of a small, cramped, dark and 
cluttered space: 
…it was absolutely crammed with stuff. I don't know how Edie ever found 
anything, but she did. She knew where everything was, but I have never 
seen a place so full of things. 
…you've never seen so much stuff, piled high. 
…it was [a] very, very very dark little shop…36  
The shop was reliant upon wholesalers and direct dealings with manufacturers for 
stock. The archive contains numerous trade catalogues for a number of 
Birmingham and Black Country based wholesalers.37 It is likely that these 
catalogues were available in the shop for customers to look through and request 
specific items. Such wholesalers specialised in supplying affordable, mass 
produced clothing and were responsive to changes in behaviour, attitudes and 
approaches to dress, as the words of W.G. Riddell, speaking at Wilkinson and 
Riddell’s Annual General Meeting in 1937, highlighted: 
…especially the younger members of the public, have so many diverse 
ways of spending their money these days. The motor car, the cinema and 
various other amusements… 
The best suit, the best Sunday hat however are rather things of the past. 
You have only to go on any of the roads a little way out Birmingham to see 
that. You realize that the amount spent on clothes these days need only be 
very small and what is more, the weight and bulk can be very small too!38 
 
Some of the surviving dresses have ‘sample’ labels stitched into them, indicating 																																																								
36 Ibid., 1-3. 
37 Hodson Shop Archive, Walsall Museum, HSR, Warehouse Catalogues. 
38 Hodson Shop Archive, Walsall Museum, item not numbered, Correspondence, 
Invoices etc., John Wills, Wilkinson and Riddell Limited, 1851-1951, (Birmingham: 
Wilkinson and Riddell Ltd, c.1951), 54. 
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that some examples of stock would have been available in store. The quantity of 
stock left when the shop closed suggests that stock was also bought on a more 
speculative and, perhaps, impulsive basis. Details of the type of items sold in the 
shop can be found in chapter two. The wholesalers occupied large buildings in 
Birmingham city centre. A 1937 floor plan of S.C Larkins and Sons shows 17 
departments over five floors, each overseen by a departmental buyer.39 Edith 
would have travelled to Birmingham, most likely on the tram, to visit them and view 
their range of goods. Stock was purchased through account systems and archival 
documents show demands for payments related to various accounts. The sisters 
may have taken stock away with them on the day, although it is likely that larger 
orders would have been delivered to the shop. There is also evidence that the 
sisters dealt directly with manufacturers including Leicester-based Wolsey and St 
Margaret. The archive contains sales letters, invoices and other correspondence 
from the 1920s and1930s that provide evidence of these direct relationships, 
although the archive indicates that these ended during the mid-1930s and were 
replaced by increased dealings with wholesalers. 
The sisters’ relationships with wholesalers appear to have been consistent and 
relatively loyal. The archive shows that interactions and transactions between The 
Hodson Shop and Wilkinson and Riddell began in November 1920 and continued 
until some point in 1957.40 The company would send the sisters an annual diary 
and account book, which provided detail regarding delivery costs and the 
company’s performance in addition to templates for book keeping (which the 
sisters did not fill in).41 The relationship with Bell and Nicholson began in May 
1935, based on the earliest correspondence between the wholesaler and shop; 
the last communication in the archive is an order from January 1969 for petticoats, 
pillowcases and hot water bottles.42 A letter dated November 1960 from Bell and 
Nicholson is addressed to ‘Holders of Ordinary Shares’, which indicates that the 																																																								
39 Hodson Shop Archive, Walsall Museum, HSR34, Warehouse Catalogues, S.C. 
Larkins and Sons, October 1937. 
40 Hodson Shop Archive, Walsall Museum, HSA52, Correspondence, Invoices 
etc., Wilkinson and Riddell, 1920-1957. 
41 The Hodson Shop Archive, Walsall Museum, HSA52, Correspondence, Invoices 
etc., Wilkinson and Riddell Diary and Accounts, 1927. 
42 The Hodson Shop Archive, Walsall Museum, HSA8, Correspondence, Invoices 
etc., Bell and Nicholson, 1969. 
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Hodson sisters held shares in the company. The relationship with S.C Larkins and 
Son began on 30 July 1920 and ended 30 October 1969.43 
 
The Shop’s Customers 
 
The social class of the Hodson Shop’s customers has been the subject of debate. 
The location of the shop in an industrial town and the mass-produced nature of the 
clothing has been considered by some to be evidence that the shop catered to a 
largely working-class clientele, yet this view has been challenged. According to 
Horn, the decision for early twentieth century retailers to sell ready-to-wear apparel 
was indicative of a business ‘not aspiring to sell to the higher ranks of society’.44 
However, Emma Bryan’s research showed that ‘the clothes sold were priced well 
above their [local lock making community’s] financial possibilities and were also 
outside accepted peer group taste circles’ and that the shop was considered 
‘rather grand’.45 Whilst Bryan’s research suggested that some of the items sold at 
the Hodson Shop would have been outside the tastes and means of immediately 
local working-class women, it is important not to interpret this as an indication that 
the shop catered for an elite customer – the stock was mass-produced and 
relatively cheap. 
The Hodson Shop Archive indicates that many of the shop’s customers were 
reliant upon credit. There are several letters that show customers late in making 
payments or failing to do so entirely. These perhaps indicate customers were 
sometimes in precarious financial situations and may be indicative of them coming 
from poor backgrounds. One example shows Edith Hodson pursuing payment 
from the husband of a customer who had not paid for a raincoat and alterations: 
 
																																																								
43 The Hodson Shop Archive, Walsall Museum, HSA31, Correspondence, Invoices 
etc., S.C. Larkins and Sons, 1920-1969. 
44 Horn, Behind the Counter, 83. 
45 Emma Bryan, “From Haute Couture to Ready to Wear? An examination of the 
process of style diffusion within the British ready to wear industry 1925-1930, with 
specific reference to the Hodson Shop Collection, Walsall Museum” (B.A. diss., 
University of Brighton, 1998).  
	 51 
…After four applications for payment she returned same saying she had not 
the money to pay for it, so before placing matter in country court I thought I 
had better let you know.46 
 
Another customer, Mrs Ely, had a long overdue account outstanding for the 
purchase of corsets on 19 June 1933, for which Edith made a firm request for 
payment on 10 July 1935.47 How the customer responded to this is unclear. Oral 
History respondent, Malcolm Lister (born Willenhall, 1930) recalled how the shop’s 
credit system worked: 
 
We used to have an account, little book, I presume today you would call it 
an account, where me mother used to pay a few shillings a week, whether 
she had anything or whether she hadn't, it used to go on like a, I don't know 
whether it was a book...or it was like a piece of ledger with a name on, 
Hodson's name on the top, and it was always added on each time you went 
and totaled up as it went on. Whenever you had anything, or your mother 
had a pair of shoes, it'd be deducted from that and then if me mother owed 
anything it would gradually work down until it was clear, and on it used to go 
like that - oh it went on like that for years.48  
The archive contains numerous examples of these ledgers, often running over 
several pages and consisting of numerous payments and additions to accounts 
over the course of several years. The account ledgers are often messy, with a 
great deal of information entered onto each sheet. Figs. 3 and 4 show the account 
of a Mrs Hughes who opened her account with a purchase of overalls, shirts and 
velvet fabric in September 1939 and continued making purchases and payments 
until March 1941: 
																																																								
46 The Hodson Shop Archive, Walsall Museum, HSA4.30, Notes, Lists etc. written 
to or by the Hodson Sisters, Letter to Mr J Griffiths from Edith Hodson, undated, 
circa.1921-22. 
47 The Hodson Shop Archive, Walsall Museum, HSA4.31, Notes, Lists etc. written 
to or by the Hodson Sisters, Letter to Mrs F. Ely from Edith Hodson, July 10, 1935. 
48 Hammond, Memories of the Hodson Shop, 2. 
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Figure 3: Image by author, Page One of the Account of Mrs Hughes, 1939 onwards, HSA4.35, Hodson Shop 
Archive, Walsall Museum. 2015, digital colour photograph. From author’s collection. 
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Figure 4: Image by author, Page Two of the Account of Mrs Hughes, 1939 onwards, HSA4.35, Hodson Shop 
Archive, Walsall Museum. 2015, digital colour photograph. From author’s collection. 
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Fig. 3 shows how the shop also offered ‘furnishing goods’ on a ‘hire purchase 
system’’, a clear indication of catering to a humble clientele.49 Given the 
combination of higher priced items and clear credit/hire purchase reliance of some 
customers, it is most likely that the shop catered for a varied, though distinctly non-
elite, clientele. Some of the customers were working class and credit dependent 
customers, whilst others were more affluent women, perhaps friends, relatives and 
acquaintances of the Hodson sisters. 
 
 
The End of the Business 
It is not possible to provide a definitive date for when the Hodson Shop ceased 
trading and the various historical accounts suggest differing years. Following 
Edith’s death, aged 75, in 1966, Flora continued to run the business on an 
increasingly ad hoc and erratic basis. Shreeve described how trade ‘seemed to 
fade away rather than come to a sudden halt’, whilst Hammond suggested that 
‘the shop may well have just limped along’ for several years.50 Flora would have 
been in her late sixties and also responsible for caring for her brother Edgar, who 
was experiencing ill health, so it may have been increasingly difficult for her to 
maintain and develop the business without Edith, who had been the dominant 
force behind the shop. The archive shows that communications with S.C Larkins 
and Sons and Bell and Nicholson, as outlined above, appear to have ceased in 
1969. Bank records show that the shop performed well during the 1940s but the 
account was consistently overdrawn from 1958 onwards.51 Other documents for 
this period are few and far between, and those that do exist provide limited useful 
information, written in Flora’s increasingly shaky handwriting. Shreeve considered 
a robbery in 1969 and a burglary in 1970 to be ‘the last straw’ for Flora, suggesting 
that the shop definitively closed at some point following Edgar Hodson’s death in 
																																																								
49 Jefferys, Retail Trading in Britain, 421. 
50 Shreeve, “The Hodson Shop,” 85; Hammond, The History of the Hodson Shop, 
5. 
51 The Hodson Shop Archive, Walsall Museum, HSR1.32-1.51, Banking 
transactions, Lloyds Bank, 1950-1965. 
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1970.52 Hammond noted that Flora’s diaries described how she was ‘terrified’ by 
the robbery yet made no reference to the shop ceasing trade, although evidence 
of payments being made can be found until the end of 1970.53 
The shop’s decline may be considered as evidence of the gradual encroachment 
of what Benson and Ugolini described as ‘urban “innovative” and often large-scale 
enterprises’ that marked the  ‘seemingly unstoppable decline’ of ‘independent, 
locally-owned and locally-patronised shops’.54 Shreeve believed that the shop 
‘must have been hard hit by competition in the 1950s’ by the arrival of chain stores 
in Walsall, Wolverhampton and Birmingham.55 
Following Edith and Edgar’s deaths, it appears that Flora closed the door on the 
shop and retreated to live in the other rooms of the house. There is no evidence of 
Flora attempting to clear or pack away stock. Before her death, during a period of 
hospitalisation in the 1950s or 1960s, Edith had written to Flora to tell her that the 
remaining shop stock was ‘old stock’ and should be ‘written off as worth nothing’. 
Flora had clearly not heeded her sister’s recommendations and was perhaps 
reluctant to get rid of the stock.56 Flora’s refusal to ‘write off’ the stock meant that it 
remained intact and undisturbed until Flora’s death in 1983. 
  
Conclusion 
 
This chapter has shown that the Hodson Shop was a small, family run urban 
draper’s shop, selling mass-produced clothing and drapery to a varied, though 
non-elite, clientele. It has highlighted how the shop, family home and lock making 
business were in many ways inseparable and intertwined. However, accounts of 
the shop show that it was very much a feminine undertaking, with Edith and Flora 
working alongside their mother. Edith was the driving force behind the venture, 																																																								
52 Shreeve, “The Hodson Shop,” 85. 
53 Hammond, The History of the Hodson Shop, 5. 
54 Benson and Ugolini, introduction, 1; John Benson and Laura Ugolini, 
introduction to in Cultures of Selling: Perspectives on Consumption and Society 
Since 1700, eds. John Benson and Laura Ugolini (Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing 
Ltd., 2006), 1. 
55 Shreeve, “The Hodson Shop,” 85.  
56 Hammond, “The History of the Hodson Shop,” 5. 
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although her motivations for setting up the business remain unclear. The sisters’ 
unmarried status may have meant that they needed income to support themselves 
and shop keeping would have presented a suitable occupation for two 
respectable, single women. 
Archival documents and Hammond’s oral history accounts sheds light on the 
relationships between the sisters and their customers, providing a rich context for 
items in the collection. Communications, catalogues and other material to and 
from wholesalers show a broader perspective of the mass-produced clothing 
industry, between 1920 and the 1960s. They also provide a wealth of information 
regarding the provenance of goods within the collection, with it showing that the 
sisters dealt mainly with three Birmingham and one Walsall-based wholesalers. 
It is difficult to comment upon the success of the shop, given the partial financial 
records. It appears to have reached its peak of financial success during the 1940s 
before steadily declining from 1958 onwards. This may have been due to the 
sisters becoming older and frailer, although it also supports the suggestion of an 
‘unstoppable decline’ of small retailers, prompted by the encroachment of 
‘innovative’ urban retail chains.57 The vast accumulation of stock could indicate 
that the sisters were not the most efficient of shopkeepers.  
The end of the business and Flora’s refusal to get rid of the stock is a crucial 
moment in the biography of the collection – the point at which the stock began to 
divert from a conventional commodity pathway. It is only possible to speculate 
about the reasons why Flora refused to dispose of the goods. The items may have 
held evocative and sentimental value, a material reminder of her dead sister. Or, 
pragmatically, it may have been more trouble for Flora to get rid of the stock than 
for it to remain, undisturbed, in what had once been the shop. 
The next chapter takes a step forward in the objects’ biography. It provides an 
overview of the items within the collection and the processes of cataloguing that 
have been important stages in the transition from an accumulation of shop stock to 
a clearly defined collection. 
																																																								
57 Benson and Ugolini, introduction, 2003. 
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Chapter Two: The Cataloguing and Contents of the 
Collection 
 
Chapter one has provided a brief history of the Hodson Shop and established that 
the collection is the unsold stock of a shop that operated between 1920 and 
around 1971. This chapter sets out what this unsold stock is, in terms of both the 
types of items contained and the taxonomical processes it has been subjected to 
in the museum setting. It considers the contents of the collection in terms of its 
size and the various attempts that have been made to classify, catalogue and 
quantify it. It assesses the difficulties faced when dealing with such a large and, 
ultimately, unruly assortment of items. A collection that perhaps serves as a literal 
example of Attfield’s ‘wild things’ – things and commodities in the process of, and 
perhaps resisting, the acquisition of ‘artefact’ status.1  
 
The content of the Hodson Shop Collection has been quantified, classified and 
described through museum cataloguing processes. The International Council of 
Museums published International Guidelines for Museum Documentation in 1995, 
the key objectives of which are as follows: 
 
• ensure accountability for objects: they can be used to define the objects 
that are owned by a museum, identify the objects, and record their location;  
• aid the security of objects: they can be used to maintain information about 
the status of objects and provide descriptions and evidence of ownership in 
the event of theft;  
• provide an historic archive about objects: they can be used to maintain 
information about the production, collection, ownership, and use of objects 
and as a means of protecting the long term value of data;  
																																																								
1 Judy Attfield, Wild Things: The Material Culture of Everyday Life (Oxford: berg, 
2000) 
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• support physical and intellectual access to objects: they can be used to 
support access to objects themselves and information about the objects.2  
This chapter demonstrates that whilst attempting to work towards these standards 
and achieve these objectives, the scale of the Hodson Shop Collection has proven 
impossible to accurately measure, meaning that these objectives have remained 
elusive.  
Whilst the museum cataloguing processes strive to provide an objective and 
definitive account of the collection, their accuracy is influenced by various factors, 
including the shift from hand-written to computer-based cataloguing methods that 
occurred in the 1990s. In addition to these taxonomical processes, the content of 
the collection has also been subject to the subtly differing practices and personal 
preferences of those carrying out and maintaining the cataloguing process and 
records. 
 
This chapter begins with a description of the collection catalogue – a handwritten 
and illustrated document that serves as the main source of taxonomical 
information about the collection, for museum staff and researchers alike. Section 
two considers the alternative methods that have been used to record the contents 
and the various estimates of the number of items that are available. This section 
includes descriptions and comparisons of cataloguing methods, both paper-based 
and electronic and an analysis of how and why these methods vary when 
attempting to assess the size of the collection. Section three will consider the 
nature of the items within the collection, providing an outline of the items within 
each collection heading and the proportions of the collection that they account for. 
 
 
  
																																																								
2 “International Guidelines for Museum Documentation,” ICOM, accessed May 16, 
2016, 
http://icom.museum/fileadmin/user_upload/pdf/Guidelines/CIDOCguidelines1995.p
df 
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The Catalogue 
 
Shreeve, who handwrote and illustrated the Hodson Shop Collection catalogue, 
made the first attempt to quantify and categorise the collection. She undertook this 
process as she sorted through the shop stock during the late 1980s and the early 
1990s (see chapter three for further details on this process). The catalogue is 
stored within an A4 lever arch file and consists of unpaginated photocopied A4 
sheets of paper. A copy is held at the Walsall Museum store and a copy was also 
held in the museum’s research room, prior to the closure of the Lichfield Street site 
in March 2015. The catalogue is divided into thirteen sections, one for each 
collection prefix as detailed in the glossary. Items in each section are numbered 
(HSW1, HSW2, HSW3…) and usually listed chronologically, starting with the 
oldest to the most recent. Entries are generally structured as follows: 
 
• Item number 
• Number of identical items 
• Description (length of these ranges from a single line to a detailed 
paragraph, featuring transcription of any text on packaging, pricing details 
and further in-depth description) 
• Year of manufacture3 
 
Despite attempting to adhere to ICOM standards and aiming for scientific 
precision, the catalogue reflects the interests, specialisms and preferences of 
Shreeve. The level of detailed description tends to be greatest for dresses and 
other garments, whilst haberdashery items and domestic products often have very 
short listings, as demonstrated by the examples below. A typical dress listing is: 
 
HSW17 14/11½ B91cm L 96 
c. 1927 Rayon taffeta print in two shades of pale green, pink with touches of 
black on a cream background, the pattern is mottled. Front panel of beige 
with faggotted edges, pin tuck trim, appliqué trim of print with beige covered 																																																								
3 This structure is the most common within the catalogue although there are some 
exceptions. In some cases, dates are omitted – perhaps due to difficulties in 
providing an accurate date for an item or because of oversight. 
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buttons. Paper label ‘No41364, 39, E/8✔”’Fastens on left shoulder. Price 
label 14/11½ 
 
A typical haberdashery listing is: 
 
HSH332 1 Ball of pink Ardern’s Silkateen with Prince of Wales feathers as 
trademark 
 
A typical domestic product listing is: 
 
HSD 2 Bottles of Sugaro liquid inside box. Sugar substitute 4 
 
Entries for dresses and hats also include simple line drawings (fig. 5). The bust 
and length measurements are provided for some dresses. Details of packaging 
are often provided within the descriptive catalogue text. Packaging and label text 
are sometimes transcribed in full and/or decorative details and logos described. 
Shreeve also made note of severely damaged or decayed items in the margins of 
the collection catalogue. Remarks such as ‘washed’, ‘grubby’, ‘dirty’, ‘discoloured’ 
or ‘faded’ are written alongside some catalogue entries. 
  
																																																								
4 Sheila Shreeve, “The Hodson Shop Catalogue,” (Museum document, Walsall 
Museum, 1999), not paginated. 
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Figure 5: Image by author, Shreeve’s catalogue illustration for a 1920s drop waist day dress (HSW29/30) – 
The Hodson Shop Collection, Walsall Museum, 2015, digital black and white photograph, From author’s 
collection. 
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Each catalogue section is further broken down into subcategories based upon 
International Council of Museum (ICOM) guidelines. Buck and a working group of 
costume specialists devised these guidelines in 1982 following an ICOM 
committee meeting in 1971. There are a number of unpaginated introductory 
documents placed ahead of the catalogue listings, including a summary of the 
collection’s contents, a guide to ICOM classifications and a list of utility clothing 
items in the collection. It is apparent that new pages and listings have been added 
to the catalogue over the years. 
 
 
The Size of the Collection 
 
Determining the exact quantity of items in the collection is not possible, as a full 
inventory of the collection has not been carried out since the initial cataloguing 
process took place during the early 1990s. The difficulties of determining the size 
of the collection are revealing of the challenges faced when managing it. Errors 
occurred during this initial cataloguing and accessioning process, some of which 
have been rectified whilst others may have remained. These errors are to be 
considered inevitable due to the large scale of the collection and the fact that the 
cataloguing was carried out over a prolonged period by volunteers. Physically 
counting every item in the collection is also not possible due to its large scale, time 
constraints and the distribution of items on loan to other museums. Estimates 
about its size can be reached instead through a comparison of existing data and a 
count of catalogue entries. Existing data includes a summary of the collection’s 
content written by Shreeve upon completion of the initial cataloguing process and 
catalogue records stored by Walsall Museum in both paper and digital formats. 
The museum service uses a digital system called CALM – a graphical archival 
data management system for museum and archives, which allows museums to 
record object data from the point of accession to disposal.5 For all forms of records 
keeping, the collection has been broken down into 13 categories, with each 																																																								
5 “CALM: The right solution… for archives and museums,’ Axiell Library Group, 
accessed May 15, 2016, 
http://www.axiell.com/c/document_library/get_file?uuid=c8bf2dc3-af68-4cf2-9fc2-
45d47a49de39&groupId=10099. 
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category allocated a three-letter prefix. Each prefix begins with HS, which stands 
for Hodson Shop, the following letter is usually the initial of the category (e.g. ‘W’ 
for women, ‘C’ for children etc.).  Items are then numbered consecutively within 
these categories. 
 
Shreeve’s Summary:  
 
This is a document found at the front of the Hodson Shop Collection catalogue. It 
is a typewritten A4 page, with a breakdown of the collection arranged under the 
following headings: 
  
o Women’s Clothing 
o Children’s Clothing 
o Men’s Clothing 
o Household Goods 
o Haberdashery 
o Other Items 
o Printed Items 
 
The figures in this document represent the number of items as opposed to the 
number of catalogue records (multiple items may share a single record). 
Alterations have been made to this documents and it omits quantities of ‘OTHER 
ITEMS Polishes and cleaning powders, toilet rolls. Lipsticks, face powders, face 
creams, rouge, toilet soap, perfumes, sanitary towels etc..’ along with ‘Shoe laces, 
hair nets, beads, bodkins, thimbles, hooks and eyes, feathers for hats etc..’.6 The 
typed document provides data under the following headings: Women’s Clothing, 
Children’s Clothing7, Men’s Clothing, Household Goods, Haberdashery, Printed 
Items. The term ‘Household Goods’ is used to refer to the collection prefix ‘HSS’ – 
soft furnishings. The document does not provide details of ‘Toiletries (HST)’ – 
listing them amongst the ‘OTHER ITEMS’ outlined above. The total number of 																																																								
6 Sheila Shreeve, “The Hodson Shop Catalogue,” (Museum document, Walsall 
Museum, 1999), not paginated. 
7 The summary groups together collection prefixes HSJ, HSG, HSC and HSB 
under the generic heading ‘Children’s Clothing’. 
	 64 
items, based on Shreeve’s summary is 3,759. Jewellery items were listed under 
the heading ‘haberdashery’. However, in the catalogue, jewellery is listed with a 
HSW prefix indicating that is part of the Women’s Clothing classification. Due to 
the omissions listed above, this breakdown is not accurate and may have been 
created before the cataloguing process was complete. 
 
It is likely that this list was devised before cataloguing and sorting was complete 
and that additions have been made to the collection without this list being 
updated.8 The alterations and omissions, along with the scale and growth of the 
collection suggest that the quantities are not always accurate. This highlights the 
difficulties in keeping track of the number of items within the collection; errors and 
omissions have been made since discovery and are reflective of both the unruly 
scale of the collection and objects resistance to enforced structure and 
organisation. 
 
Museum Records: 
 
An alternative perspective on the scale and contents of the collection can be 
drawn from the number of catalogue records – those listed on catalogue cards and 
those found on the museum’s CALM database. An individual record can apply to 
more than one identical, or similar, item making the number of catalogue records 
significantly lower than the approximate number of items provided in the 
introductory catalogue summary or the total count of items, including duplicates, in 
Shreeve’s catalogue. The number of CALM records is lower still (1,270) as not all 
catalogue records have yet been added to the system. A majority of items listed on 
CALM are shared with the public via the Black Country History website.9  
 
																																																								
8 Whilst the collection is generally considered a ‘closed’ collection (meaning new 
items should not be added to it), new items have been discovered and added over 
the years. Also, a considerable number of Hodson Shop stock items have recently 
been discovered within the Black Country Living Museum’s collection. 
9 This process is not automatic, it requires curators to upload records and images, 
Curators control the data that is harvested from the database for the website, 
selecting which data fields are made public. “CALM: The right solution…” 
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Table 2 provides a breakdown of the data in Shreeve’s summary, the museum 
records and the count of all items listed in the collection catalogue. The table 
shows the number of items/records listed by collection prefix and the total number 
of items/records for each data set. The size of the collection differs considerably 
according to the data set referred to. The catalogue details 5,445 items, Shreeve’s 
summary details 3,936 items and the total number of catalogue records is 3,057. A 
key reason for these differences is that both Shreeve’s summary and the 
catalogue records refer to item numbers accessioned rather than individual items 
– multiple identical items (duplicates) will often share a catalogue number and be 
listed as decimals (HSW1206.1, HSW1206.2, HSW1206.3 etc.). These totals 
therefore reflect unique items rather than the number of items. Some items, such 
as socks, shoes, gloves and stockings, have been listed in the catalogue as half 
items, although these items are counted as whole items in both Shreeve’s 
summary and the catalogue records. It is likely that Shreeve’s summary was 
written before the collection was fully catalogued, as indicated by the lack of 
quantities for toiletry and sanitary/domestic items, although this may also be a 
reflection of Shreeve’s personal focus upon clothing rather than smaller, non-
clothing items. 
 
All three data sets show that a significant majority of the collection consists of 
women’s wear, with haberdashery the next largest category. Items listed in the 
catalogue and catalogues records show boys’ clothing (HSB) to be the smallest 
category, with 12 and 11 items respectively. Shreeve’s summary combined the 
prefixes HSJ, HSC, HSB and HSG under a generic ‘Children’s’ heading so it is not 
possible to provide specific quantities for each prefix in this data set. 
Domestic/Sanitary items (HSD) and Men’s clothing (HSM) are the next smallest 
categories. 
 
By deducting the number of catalogue records from the total number of items listed in the catalogue it 
is possible to reach an estimated quantity of duplicated items in the collection. This indicates that 
there are approximately 2,388.5 duplicated items in the collection.   
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Table 3 shows that the largest number of these items is found in the haberdashery 
category (1,001 items) and women’s wear (786.5 items). These duplicate items 
are often small items, such as stockings and sewing threads, items that are 
perhaps considered as commodities rather than fashionable and singular items.  
 
For the purposes of this study, the size of the collection will be measured using the 
number of items listed in the collection catalogue, including duplicates. Whilst the 
figure provided by catalogue records is efficient and suited to practical museum 
purposes, it underestimates the collection’s size. Importantly, by excluding 
duplicates it also assumes that two seemingly identical items share identical 
characteristics and biographies, whereas they may not always be the case – 
duplicate items are treated as homogenous. The discrepancy between the number 
of catalogue records and items is not a result of a counting error, rather a 
deliberate decision to omit duplicate items. 
 
 
Table 2: Breakdown of the Collection Content 
Prefix Description 
Items Listed 
in Catalogue 
(inc. 
duplicates) 
Items Listed in 
Shreeve's 
Introductory 
Summary 
Catalogue Records 
HSW Women's 2203.5 1981 1417 
HSM Men's 91.5 78 54 
HSJ Infants' 94 
497 
64 
HSC Unisex Children's 369.5 186 
HSB Boys' 12 11 
HSG Girls' 56 40 
HST Toiletries 353 0 140 
HSH Haberdashery 1497 917 496 
HSS Soft furnishing 137 109 87 
HSD Domestic/sanitary items 34 0 16 
HSP Print/patterns 304 177 230 
HSR Catalogues/labelling/adverts 231 130 253 
	 67 
HSX Women's magazines 63 47 63 
Totals: 5445.5 3936 3057 
  
Chart 3: Breakdown of collection contents by category according to data source 
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Table 3: Number of duplicate items by collection prefix 
Prefix Description Duplicates 
HSW Women's 786.5 
HSM Men's 37.5 
HSJ Infants' 30 
HSC Unisex Children's 183.5 
HSB Boys' 1 
HSG Girls' 16 
HST Toiletries 213 
HSH Haberdashery 1001 
HSS Soft furnishing 50 
HSD Domestic/sanitary items 18 
HSP Print/patterns 74 
HSX Women's magazines 0 
TOTAL: 2410.5 
 
 
Chart 4: Number of duplicate items per collection category 
The Types of Items 
 
As discussed in chapter one, the Hodson Shop sold predominantly mass-
produced clothing, furnishings and household items, often sourced from 
0 200 400 600 800 1000 1200 
Women's 
Men's 
Infants' 
Unisex Children's 
Boys' 
Girls' 
Toiletries 
Haberdashery 
Soft furnishing 
Domestic/sanitary items 
Print/patterns 
Women's magazines 
H
S
W
 H
S
M
 H
S
J 
H
S
C
 H
S
B
 H
S
G
 H
S
T 
H
S
H
 H
S
S
 H
S
D
 H
S
P 
H
S
X
 
Duplicates 
	 69 
wholesalers in Birmingham. Many of the items are branded, featuring labels, and 
were often manufactured in Great Britain. The data provided in table 1 shows that 
clothing (women’s, men’s and children’s) makes up over half of the collection 
(52%). This excludes haberdashery and toiletries/cosmetics. If such items are also 
taken into account under a broader Prownian definition of ‘bodily adornment’ (due 
to their strong and often intimate connections with the body), the percentage of 
adornment related items is 86%. The predominance of such items is in keeping 
with the shop’s identification as a draper’s shop. The presence of soft furnishings 
(including tablecloths, cushion covers and bedspreads) remains within the remit of 
a drapery business as many such businesses dealt in textile products in general, 
although the domestic cleaning items indicate that the Hodson sisters would 
sometimes deviate from solely dress and textile products.  
 
Womenswear is the largest category in the collection (2208.5 items). This 
indicates that the shop catered to a largely female clientele. Table 4 shows the 
contents of the HSW category according to subcategory, including duplicate items:   
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Table 4: Contents of HSW - Womenswear 
Subcategory Quantity 
Cravats 3 
Skirts 3 
Slippers 3.5 
Spencers 4 
Bags 6 
Small bags and 
purses 7 
Misc. 11 
Petticoats 15 
Belts 24 
Corsets 25 
Camisoles 26 
Nightwear 31 
Shoes 38 
Brassieres 41 
Hats 50 
Protective wear 68 
Slips 73 
Combinations 74 
Jewellery 74 
Vests 105 
Knitwear 107 
Blouses 113 
Dresses 117 
Handkerchiefs 136 
Gloves 151.5 
Scarves 167 
Knickers 192 
Stockings 543.5 
TOTAL: 2208.5 
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Chart 5: Number of items in each subcategory within the womenswear category (HSW) 
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The content of the womenswear category shows a large number of small, lower 
value items, such as handkerchiefs, gloves, knickers and scarves. Stockings are 
the largest subcategory, constituting around 24% (543.5 items) of the category. 
The women’s clothing collection is comprised of items from between about 1910 
and 1960. Shreeve dated most items during the cataloguing process, though some 
items do not have a date associated with them and some of the dates provided are 
more precise than others with certain items listed with a decade (for example: 
‘1920s’) and others a year (for example: ‘c.1925’). Certain garments, notably 
several Magyar-sleeve blouses, are considered to pre-date the opening of the 
shop.10  
 
The majority of dresses in the collection are from the 1920s and 1930s (table 5). 
This corresponds to the early days of the business, when Edith and Flora were 
both young, in good health and actively engaged in developing the business. 
Discussing the blouses, Shreeve states that the collection contains a significant 
amount of stock from pre-1920 and speculates that these had been bought from 
‘another closing shop’ or had been passed on to the sisters from family members 
involved in clothing retail.11 
 
Table 5: Breakdown of Number of Dresses According to Decade 
Decade Number of dresses 
1910s 0 
1920s 41 
1930s 30 
1940s 18 
1950s 23 
1960s 5 
1970s 0 
TOTAL 117 																																																								
10 Magyar-sleeved blouses had sleeves that were ‘cut as one piece with the body 
of the blouse’. They were considered to be very simple to make and were popular 
in the early-twentieth century. Cumming, V., Cunnington, C.W., and Cunnington, 
E., The Dictionary of Fashion History, (Berg: Oxford, 2010), p. 125. 
11 Sheila Shreeve, “The Hodson Shop,” Costume 48, no. 1 (2014): 25. 
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Haberdashery (HSH) is the second largest collection category (1497 items). Table 
6 shows the contents of the category according to subcategory, including 
duplicated items: 
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Table 6: Contents of HSH - Haberdashery 
Subcategory Quantity 
Buckles and Buttons 70 
Edging/Ribbons 59 
MM Lace 16 
Embroidery Transfers 212 
Fabric Lengths 61 
Misc 204 
Feathers 38 
Sewing Cotton 18 
Embroidery Threads 468 
Art. Silk Yarn 69 
Knitting Wool 65 
Cotton Yarn 47 
Knitting Accessories 29 
Shade 
Cards/Samples 100 
Extra 41 
TOTAL: 1497 
  
 
 
	
Chart 6: Number of items in each subcategory within the haberdashery category (HSH) 
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Table 7 details the contents of the remaining categories: 
Table 7: Description of Remaining Categories 
Category 
Abbreviation 
Description 
Number of 
Items 
Summary of contents 
HSM Men’s Clothing 91.5 A small amount of ‘Men’s Top Wear’ 
(trousers, pullovers etc.), 
underwear, shoes and ‘small 
accessories’ (socks, handkerchiefs, 
collars). 
 
HSJ Infant’s Clothing 94  Baby robes, infant dresses, romper 
suits, pram suits, buster suits, 
jackets, underclothes, accessories 
(bonnets, bootees, mittens etc.). 
HSG Girl’s Clothing 56 Dresses, knitwear, outerwear, 
underwear, petticoats, nightwear. 
HSB Boy’s Clothing 12 Top wear (shirts and knitwear). 
HSC Unisex Children’s 
Clothing 
369.5 Underwear (vests and liberty 
bodices, combinations), socks and 
stockings, shoes, knitted 
accessories (gloves, bonnets etc.) 
and protective wear (aprons). 
HSP Print materials 304 Knitting patterns. 
HSS Soft Furnishings 137 Tablecloths, cushion covers, house 
hold linens (pilowcases, bedspreads 
etc.) and miscellaneous (table 
runners, mats, antimacassars etc.). 
HSD Domestic and 
Sanitary Items 
34 Household cleaning products, 
sanitary towels and toilet rolls. 
HST Toiletries 353 Perfumes, lipsticks, rouge, face 
powders, face creams, soaps, 
talcum powder, baths cubes/salts, 
gift sets, men’s toiletries, 
toothbrushes, toothpaste. 
HSX Magazines 63 Various women’s interest 
magazines from 1915-1949 
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Many items are branded. Notable women’s wear brands include Wolsey and St. 
Margaret (both Leicester-based manufacturers). Haberdashery brands include 
Viyella, Ramada and Paton and Baldwin. A list of the brands represented in the 
collection can be found in appendix 2.3. 121 items in the collection carry the CC41 
utility mark, a majority of which are women’s and children’s underwear items.  
 
A majority of items feature some form of original packaging material, be it plastic 
wrapping, a cardboard box or a cardboard mount for items such as buttons or 
earrings. In some cases the item and packaging are distinct, such as a box 
containing multiple vests or pairs of stockings -  the item(s) can easily be 
separated from the packaging. In other cases, the item and packaging are integral 
to each other, such as cardboard container containing a dome of pressed rouge or 
loose face powder.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
This chapter has illustrated the ways in which the contents of the Hodson Shop 
Collection has been officially classified and recorded. These taxonomical and 
administrative processes have been crucial in the transition of the items from an 
accumulation of shop stock/’things’ to a reified museum collection. Cataloguing 
and classification are pivotal events in the biography of the collection and its 
content’s diversion from a conventional commodity pathway. Yet the cataloguing 
process has not been a straightforward process, due to the unruly scale of the 
collection and much of the cataloguing work being undertaken on a voluntary basis 
by Shreeve (with some support from others).  Despite attempts to adhere to 
ICOM’s standardizing cataloguing guidelines, it has proven impossible to provide 
an accurate number of items. Decisions made (such as the decision to not count 
duplicates as individual catalogue records) and personal interventions have meant 
that providing something as seemingly simple as the number of items has become 
complicated. Due to its scale and the mass produced nature of the content, the 
collection is unruly and resistant to taxonomical accuracy. 
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By analyzing existent records of the collection contents, it has been established 
that the Hodson Shop Collection is a collection of over 5,000 items (of which, just 
over 3,000 are unique in the collection) of clothing and other drapery from 1910-
60s. The high number of duplicated items is indicative of the commodity and 
mass-produced status of items, with an abundance of small, low value items such 
as embroidery threads and stockings. Women’s clothing makes up the largest 
proportion of the collection, closely followed by haberdashery, in keeping with the 
collection’s value being framed in terms of womenswear (see chapter four for 
further insight to how the collection has been interpreted and defined). The small 
quantity of men’s clothing in the collection is in keeping with museum clothing 
collections nationally, in which menswear is generally absent. Many items are 
branded and feature some form of packaging or labeling – providing valuable 
information regarding the provenance of the items.  
 
The following chapter considers the history of the collection post-1983 and charts 
the complex organisational interactions that influence the identity, visibility and 
value of the collection. 
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Chapter Three: The Organisational History of the Hodson 
Shop Collection 
 
 
As established in chapter one, the history of the Hodson Shop, lock making 
business and family have been well documented in the works of amateur local 
historians and enthusiasts.1 Yet the history of the Hodson Shop Collection has not 
previously been thoroughly recorded outside official museum documentation. 
National museums themselves have produced a wealth of literature regarding their 
collections in the public realm in the form of exhibition catalogues and richly 
illustrated overviews of specific parts of their collections. Yet this literature rarely 
delves into the ‘private’ lives of items, the ‘behind the scenes’ stories of how 
collections came and continue to be. A rare example of a project that sought to 
uncover the biographies of museum objects is the Museum Lives project carried 
out by Kingston University and the Natural History Museum London. Oral history 
interviews with museum staff were used to document the ‘journeys to’ and ‘life 
stories within the museum’ of objects and specimens.2 Generally, the focus is on 
the stories that collections and specific items can be used to tell within the 
museum as opposed to the stories of the collections’ journey to and life within the 
museum.3 
 
The differences between the history of the shop and that of the collection are 
subtle yet significant. They stem from a point post-1983 when the items 
discovered at 54 New Road, Willenhall ceased to be viewed as a mass of unsold 																																																								
1 See: Brenda Jephcott, The Hodson Family: A History of One Willenhall Lock 
Manufacturer from 1792-1970 (Willenhall: The Lock Museum, 1999); Joyce 
Hammond, “The History of the Hodson Shop,” (Museum information document, 
Walsall Museum, 1998).  
2 Sue Hawkins, “Whose Story is it anyway? The Challenges of Conducting 
Institutional Histories,” Journal of Conservation and Museum Studies 10, no. 1 
(2012): 45. 
3 Issues of museum life, dispersal and survival of a clothing collection are raised 
in: Lou Taylor, Amy de la Haye, and Eleanor Thompson, A Family of Fashion – 
The Messels: Six Generations of Dress (London: Philip Wilson Publishers, 2005).  
There are also some studies of grand art collections such as: Francis Haskell, The 
King’s Pictures: The Formation and Dispersal of the Collections of Charles I and 
His Courtiers (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2013). 
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shop stock and became recognised as a collection of historical artefacts. This was 
the turning point at which the biographical pathway of the items was diverted from 
the route typically associated with such items. This point marked the beginning of 
a new life for the items, where they became subject to a host of new influences – 
both physical and ideological. The collection became subject to influences of 
events within, amongst others, the museum, local government and national policy. 
All that went before 1983 constitutes the history of the Hodson Shop and the stock 
within, all that followed formed the history of the collection. The past tense is used 
tentatively here as the history of the Hodson Shop Collection is an active and 
ongoing process in which things are ever changing. For the purposes of this 
chapter, the history of the collection will cover the period 1983-2015. Issues 
around display and storage feature in this history, although they will be analysed in 
greater detail in chapter five.  
 
This chapter focuses on the history of the collection as a unified whole, rather than 
on detailed histories/biographies of individual items. It could be argued that the 
history of the collection is composed of thousands of unique micro-biographies yet 
on the macro level these histories have numerous common factors; broadly 
speaking, they were found in the same location, they were catalogued through the 
same processes and now reside in an environment where each item, theoretically, 
holds the same status and is subject to the same processes and care standards. 
This chapter is about the shared history of the whole collection. This history also 
considers the collection in relation to the various organisations that it has come 
into contact with since discovery in 1983. The story of the collection is intertwined 
with the biographies of museums, heritage organisations and local government 
that, in turn, are subject to a wide range of external economic and political factors. 
These organisations include local museums: 54 New Road, Willenhall (now known 
as the Locksmith’s House), the Black Country Living Museum, Walsall Museum 
Service, the New Art Gallery Walsall and Walsall Leather Museum; and national 
organisations such as Arts Council England and the Museums, Libraries and 
Archives Council (which was abolished in 2012). Whilst the museum is often 
framed as a safe and static space for objects to reside, the organisational history 
of the Hodson Shop Collection highlights how museums and the collections within 
them are vulnerable to a host of external influences and threats. Personnel and 
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volunteers within museums and other organisations feature heavily in this history, 
demonstrating how individuals are instrumental in shaping the identity of, as well 
as caring for, collections. 
 
This chapter uses oral history interviews, conducted between 2013 and 2015, with 
museum staff and volunteers alongside media reports, museum documentation 
and archival documents to compile the collection’s history. The first section 
provides a detailed account of the discovery of the collection, drawing on 
interviews with Sheila Shreeve, other volunteers, previous accounts of the 
collection’s discovery and documentary sources from the period. The second 
section considers the collection’s journey from the point of discovery in 1983 to its 
formal acquisition by Walsall Museum in 1993. Drawing on interviews with staff 
and volunteers who were working at the museum at this point and surviving 
documents, this section considers how the collection was cared for and dispersed 
during this period, paying attention also to the impact of the development of the 
Lock Museum and involvement of Walsall Museum and Art Gallery. Whilst the 
collection is often described in terms of its completeness it was actually divided 
during the ten-year period between 1983 and 1993, with a bulk of the items 
remaining in the care of the Lock Museum Trust and a significant number of other 
items being sent to the Black Country Living Museum. The decisions, people and 
processes influencing the collection are also considered in this section. 
 
The third section documents the story of the collection post-acquisition in 1993 to 
the first failed Designated Status bid in 1999. It considers the processes that the 
collection went through in becoming part of Walsall Museum, the people who have 
come into contact with it, how it was used and the external factors that shaped its 
identity and status. The Designation bids of 1999 and 2011 are considered briefly 
in terms of their impact on the collection; a more detailed examination and 
discussion of their content will be provided in chapter four. 
 
The fourth section examines the collection in the twenty-first century, with specific 
attention paid to the role of political and economic factors in influencing its 
visibility, status and accessibility. Interviews with current staff are used to provide 
experiential accounts of the collection during this fifteen-year period. It is important 
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to note that Walsall Museum closed to the public in March 2015, as part of a 
package of cuts made by Walsall Borough Council to address the need to save 
£86million over six years. The decision to close the museum has had a significant 
impact upon the biography of the collection and raises many questions about its 
future and position within Walsall’s heritage. Further detail, discussion and 
analysis of this can also be found in this section. This ends with a consideration of 
staff and visitor hopes for the future of the collection and proposed plans for it 
following the museum’s closure.  
 
 
Discovering the Collection, 1983 
 
The Hodson Shop Collection was first discovered in the winter of 1983, following 
the death of Flora Sarah Hodson in November 1983. Flora was the last surviving 
Hodson sibling and inhabitant of 54 New Road. Following Flora’s death the house 
became a place of interest for local, predominantly amateur, industrial historians. 
Interest in the property had developed since it had featured in the 1977 MA thesis 
of the architectural historian Susan Wrathmell. Wrathmell had visited the property 
and interviewed Flora as part of her research into the industrial architecture in 
Walsall and Willenhall.4 The ‘Lock Museum Trust’ had recently formed and was 
seeking a location for a permanent museum to celebrate Willenhall’s lock making 
heritage. The property was purchased from Flora’s surviving relatives by the trust 
for £17,000.00 and plans were made for extensive renovations in order to create 
the museum. Man Power Services, a government funded training and employment 
scheme conducted the renovations whilst a small team of paid staff and volunteers 
cleared the property. The content of the house was moved to a storage facility 
situated behind Willenhall library.5 Closer analysis of these storage conditions can 
be found in chapter five. It is unclear at what stage the trust became aware of the 
shop stock; whether it was a ‘surprise’ discovery made after purchasing the 
property or if members had been aware of it prior to starting the renovation works. 																																																								
4 Susan Wrathmell, “Early Industrial Workshops in Walsall and Willenhall” (MA 
thesis, Manchester University School of Architecture, 1977).  
5 Brenda Jephcott (Former Volunteer and Education Officer, The Lock Museum). 
Interview by author. Digital recording. Willenhall, September 17, 2015. 
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Walsall Museum and Art Gallery were contacted regarding the shop stock and 
invited to visit the property at some point in November or December 1983. Walsall 
Museum and Art Gallery had a strong reputation locally for their work with 
historical clothing and would have been a logical first point of contact.6 The then 
Walsall Museum and Art Gallery Curator of Social History, Sarah Elsom, 
organised a visit to the house and was joined by Sheila Shreeve, photographer 
Mike Lewis and archivist Marilyn Lewis. Shreeve had been volunteering at the 
museum for around three years, although her interest in clothing had begun during 
childhood. Her relationship with Walsall Museum and Art Gallery had started 
around 1980 when, shortly following the foundation of the West Midlands Costume 
and Textiles Society, the then curator, Dendra Best, had given a talk to the 
society. Best and Shreeve quickly struck up a friendship based on their mutual 
love of costume and historical textiles.7 Following Best’s departure in 1982, Elsom 
was appointed as the new curator. Unlike Best, Elsom was not a textiles or 
costume specialist, which led to Shreeve becoming increasingly involved in the 
costume and textile collection: 
 
And when they [Walsall Museum and Art Gallery] appointed a new curator it 
wasn't someone with costume and textiles experience – she had 
archaeological experience, And so when they said to her, 'who's going to 
look after the costume and textiles?', she said 'Oh, Sheila will do it' because 
she knew that I was giving up teaching and that was in 1982. At first I just 
helped and ......and it gradually got so that I knew the ropes.8 
 
Throughout the 1980s, Shreeve spent approximately one day a week at the 
museum (she was also volunteering one day a week with Birmingham Museum 
and Art Gallery’s costume collections), longer if there were costume or textile 
based exhibitions in progress. She was invited along to 54 New Road in her 
capacity as the museum’s costume specialist: 
 																																																								
6 The name ‘Walsall Museum and Art Gallery’ is significant as the two would later 
split.  
7 Sheila Shreeve (Honorary Curator of Costume and Textiles, Walsall Museum 
Service). Interview by author. Digital recording. Sutton Coldfield, October 3, 2013. 
8 Ibid. 
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...it started when I went to see the, erm, when I was at Walsall Museum and 
they - the curator - said to me, 'Oh, we’ve got to go and have a look at this 
lock factory at Willenhall and there's some clothes there, do you want to 
come?'. So I said  'yes' - I'd go... 9 
 
The group was initially shown around the lock factory parts of the property before 
being shown the house. Shreeve was ‘absolutely amazed’ when she entered the 
front room and realised that it had been a draper’s shop.10 The room was dark as 
the window and surrounding area had been screened off with curtaining. It was 
very untidy with gloves strewn across the floor and disintegrating boxes stacked 
on shelves along one side of the room. Shreeve noticed a large oak counter with 
display boxes of rotting ribbons.11 Fig. 6 shows Shreeve in the shop on the first 
visit. The chaotic and messy environment is apparent, with stock piled on the shop 
counters. Her initial response upon entering the front room was ‘delight’, which 
increased as she discovered shop stock hidden in ‘each nook and cranny’ of the 
house.12 Stock was not only stored in the front room shop space, it was scattered 
throughout the house, including the attic:  
 
Further exploration of the house brought to light trunks, drawers and boxes 
full of unworn clothing, bed linen and haberdashery. A dark, narrow, 
winding staircase led up to a dingy attic. A 1930s fashionable straw hat 
topped a pile of mysterious brown paper parcels tied up with string.13 
 
  
																																																								
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid.  
11 Sheila Shreeve, “The Hodson Shop,” Costume: The Journal of the Costume 
Society 48, no. 1 (2014): 82. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid. 
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Figure 6: Mike Lewis, Sheila Shreeve Inside the Hodson Draper's Shop. 1983, black and white 
photographic print, 6 x 8 cm, Walsall Museum Service, Walsall. 
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Shreeve has provided various accounts of her discovery of the collection, the 
earliest formal account available being a museum document from 1998. Each 
account shares a fairytale-like narrative of ‘hidden treasure’ amidst the gloom and 
grime of industry. The accuracy of these accounts is sure to be clouded by the 
passage of time and it is possible that Shreeve has gradually and unwittingly 
formed a more fanciful and colourful narrative. Her accounts remain the main 
source of information regarding the moment of discovery, although it is important 
to acknowledge that they may be flawed, partial and skewed by Shreeve’s own 
interests and her role as the discoverer and guardian of the collection. 
 
Shreeve quickly realised the significance of the find and informed Elsom that it 
was a ‘very good collection of working class clothing’ that should not be split up. 
The trustees of the Lock Museum had plans to sell the collection at auction until 
Elsom intervened and persuaded them to keep the collection in its entirety.14  
 
 
Journey to Walsall Museum 1984-1993 
 
Following extensive renovations, the Lock Museum opened in 1987. The house 
and the workshops at the rear of the house were awarded Grade II listed status by 
English Heritage in 1984, with the workshops to the east of the property being 
listed in 1986. This means that the buildings were considered ‘particularly 
important buildings of more than special interest’.15 The official English Heritage 
listing for the building described the property as ‘One of the last remaining 
examples of a small C19 tradesman’s house with workshops surviving in the Black 
Country’. The listing also noted the purposes of certain structures – the ‘atamping 
shop’ and the ‘varnish shop’ yet no mention was made in the listing of the 
building’s function as a draper’s shop.16 The protection awarded to the building did 
not extend to the contents of the property and the Lock Museum Trust had 																																																								
14 Shreeve, interview with author, October 3, 2013. 
15 “Listed Buildings,” Historic England, accessed November 10, 2015, 
https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/what-is-Designation/listed-buildings/.  
16 “Number 54 and workshops attached to the rear,” Historic England: National 
Heritage List for England, accessed November 10, 2015, 
http://www.historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/list-entry/1115449. 
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decided that the shop stock would not play a prominent role in the museum.17 
Conditions at the property were not considered suitable for storing historical 
costume and according to Shreeve and Jephcott the trustees were ambivalent 
towards the shop stock; unsure of its role in the museum yet aware of its value.18 
Prior to the refurbishment of the property, the shop stock was moved to a service 
yard to the rear of Willenhall Library to allow for building work to take place. The 
temporary storage location and conditions provoked concern amongst Walsall 
Museum staff and volunteers. The collection was then moved to another makeshift 
storage space in a property ‘next door but one’ to the Lock Museum. Andy 
Middlebrook, an artisan lock maker whose business has been based in a 
workshop at 54 New Road since 1984, described how the Lock Museum Trust had 
rented the house from a lock making company called West End Lock Co. and that 
it was at this location that the bulk of the sorting and cataloguing of 54 New Road’s 
contents took place.19 This storage environment was deemed inadequate too by 
Shreeve, prompting the collection to be moved to Walsall Museum’s Leve Lane 
stores. Chapter five provides full details and analysis of the storage conditions for 
the collection during this period, although it is pertinent to consider here the 
tensions surrounding storage that emerged between Walsall Museum and Art 
Gallery and the Lock Museum Trust, and the impact that storage had upon the 
organizational history and formal and informal ownership of the collection.  
 
During this period, Shreeve began sorting, categorizing, listing and boxing the 
collection, which proved to be a time consuming activity. She threw away a ‘great 
deal’ of items that she deemed to be ‘rubbish’, though she could not give an 
accurate number of items disposed of, instead describing it in terms of filling the 
space beneath a ‘museum table’ or ‘a couple of cubic yards’. She also washed a 
number of items, posing a challenge to the permeable binaries of used and 
unused, worn and unworn. A document from the period, handwritten by Shreeve, 
uncovered at the Locksmith’s House in 2015, detailed the procedures that were 
followed when sorting through the items: 																																																								
17 Shreeve, “The Hodson Shop,” 83, 
18 Shreeve, interview with author, October 3, 2013; Jephcott, interview with authot, 
September 17, 2015.  
19 Andy Middlebrook (Lock Maker). Interview by author. Digital recording. 
Willenhall, July 10, 2015. 
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1) Items are removed from the Lock Museum Store and taken to Walsall 
Museum store, a car load at a time. 
2) Items are removed from their old, dirty packaging and packed into 
museum boxes. Relevant packaging is kept. Packaging items and their 
contents are given identical number so that they may be re-united if 
necessary in the future. 
3) Items are listed in detail and two copies are made: 1) retained by SBS 
for reference 2) placed in box with items to indicate contents 3) passed 
to Lock Museum 
4) Boxes of listed item await removal to suitable store.20 
 
Shreeve believed that the ‘dirty packaging’ was the result soot and grime from the 
nearby factories.21 Shreeve’s responsibility regarding what to keep and what to 
discard is unusual, as she was neither an employee of the museum or of the Lock 
Museum Trust. The curators were clearly happy with Shreeve’s knowledge and 
judgment, though it is unclear how the Lock Museum Trust, as owners of the 
collection, felt about her actions. It may be that they did not know of her actions or 
that they were simply happy to have the burden of responsibility for the collection 
lifted. It had initially been hoped that, once sorted, items would be returned to 54 
New Road, though it transpired that the refurbished property itself was too small to 
hold the shop stock, which led to the movement of the collection to the Leve Lane 
store. 
 
It was during this initial sorting that three distinct areas of historical interest 
emerged from the content of 54 New Road: the shop, the family history and the 
lock making business. Volunteers were asked to sort items and documents on the 
basis of these areas: 
 
																																																								
20 Sheila Shreeve, “Procedures Being Followed with Clothing, Haberdashery and 
Allied Items from the Hodson Shop,” (Internal museum document, Lock 
Museum/The Lock Smith’s House, undated), 1. 
21 Shreeve, “The Hodson Shop,” 83. 
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…we would then delve into boxes of papers that had been take out of the 
house and then assess each sheet of paper as it came out – what is this 
abtaining to? Is it the lockmaking business? Is it an invoice or an order for 
the locks? Is it a domestic piece of archive for the house-hold bills, 
shopping receipts or personal letters or was it pertaining to the drapers 
shop collection? So initially the sort out was to get those three categories 
organised and we took it from there. It was a huge task to begin with.22 
 
This categorisation of the house’s content shows that the Lock Museum Trust was 
keen to create distinctions between the property’s various functions, although the 
history of the Hodson Shop suggests that these distinctions were far from clear-cut 
when the Hodson family were living in the property. It is obvious that the Trust’s 
primary concern was lock making and it is possible that they viewed anything 
outside that remit as distracting from the their focus. Middlebrook believed that the 
Trust were aware of the clothing’s importance but were uncertain as to how it 
could fit within the Lock Museum’s remit to focus upon the industrial heritage of 
Willenhall: 
 
…obviously, fitting the clothing into that picture might be a bit awkward. If 
you’re gonna call it the Lock Museum you might well find it difficult to bolt on 
a clothing collection as part of it, especially when its not lock smith’s 
clothing…23 
 
Sorting the contents into the three categories can be viewed as a logical step in 
establishing order in an otherwise chaotic environment and helpful in establishing 
the industrial focus of the museum. Alternatively, it can be viewed as a means of 
artificially dividing the contents into arbitrary categories, overlooking certain 
aspects of the history of the property in the pursuit of a Lock Museum.  
 
Elsom left Walsall Museum in 1985 and was replaced by Mike Glasson as Curator 
of Social History. Glasson was ‘not terribly interested in costume’ which created 
greater room for Shreeve to secure her role as the museum’s authority on 																																																								
22 Jephcott, interview with author, September 17, 2015. 
23 Middlebrook, interview with author, July 10, 2015. 
	 90 
costume and textiles.24 Responsibility for the Hodson Shop Collection and 
community costume collections was increasingly placed with Shreeve, which she 
willingly accepted. It was during Glasson’s tenure that Shreeve’s position within 
the museum was secured, albeit still on a voluntary basis. She had effectively 
created and filled an unpaid role on a near-equal footing with the other paid and 
formally employed museum keepers. Glasson describes Shreeve as ‘self-
motivated and self-managing’ and someone that he considered to be ‘an 
esteemed colleague’ whose knowledge of costume far exceeded his own: 
 
...she was treated as a colleague really rather than a volunteer. There were 
two keepers and in effect Sheila was honorary Keeper of Costume. We did 
not use that title but, erm, we respected her knowledge and expertise, 
which was much greater than that of myself or the Keeper of Fine Art.25  
 
During this early period following the discovery of the collection, the Black Country 
Living Museum (BCLM) were also interested in parts of the shop stock collection. 
This was the collection’s first contact with the BCLM and the beginning of an 
association that would continue and develop over the course of thirty years. During 
the course of the research for this thesis, it has emerged that the BCLM holds 
around 500 (excluding multiples) ‘Hodson drapery’ items that were accessioned 
into their collection in 1984.  These items include multiple pairs of stockings, 
corsets and brassieres, along with many small accessory and haberdashery items. 
The scale of the BCLM’s Hodson Shop holdings challenge the view of the 
collection as ‘complete’ and may partially undermine Shreeve’s role as that of the 
person who stopped the collection being broken up. The exact reasons for the 
BCLM acquiring this considerable part of the collection are unclear, although it is 
possible that they were intended for use as demonstrator costumes, as Glasson 
explained: 
 
I think the idea was that the Black Country Museum could use the fabric for 
making costumes for re-enactors because they had all these costumed 																																																								
24 Shreeve, interview with author, October 3, 2013. 
25 Mike Glasson, (Senior Curator, Walsall Museum Service). Interview by author. 
Digital recording. Walsall Museum, August 22, 2013. 
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demonstrators. We’re very limited on the storage space, so I think that was 
the idea – that we would actually take the costume. I think the Black 
Country Museum had first pick, I think they went in there and took what they 
wanted and then we were left with what they did not want. That was my 
understanding of it from Sheila.26  
 
Although Glasson made specific reference to the fabrics, only two fabric listings 
appear on the BCLM records of Hodson drapery items. It is possible that the 
fabrics, if used to make costumes, were not accessioned. No evidence has yet 
been found of such costumes. 
 
During the 1980s and early 1990s, interest in the collection reached high levels, 
reflecting the resurgence of interest in both social history and history ‘from below’. 
Local schools and colleges accessed the collection, along with fashion historians 
and university students conducting research. The collection also featured in a BBC 
documentary. In 1987 Shreeve saw an advert in an antiques magazine, seeking 
collections of clothing to be part of a BBC documentary series. ‘Through the 
Looking Glass’ was a ‘survey of lower class clothing’.27 Historian Lou Taylor and 
producer Suzanne Davies visited the collection on 27th October 1988.28 Filming 
took place at 54 New Road and clothing was arranged to recreate a 1920s/30s 
drapers shop interior, although Shreeve pointed out that ‘it could never have 
replicated what the Hodsons actually had’.29 The collection was used to illustrate 
an episode of the series focusing on the 1920s, 30 which aired in November 
1989.31 The collection was also filmed for the 1930s episode, although it did not 
make the final cut of the episode.32 It also featured prominently in the book that 
																																																								
26 Glasson, interview with author, August 22, 2013. 
27 Shreeve, interview with author, October 3, 2013.  
28 Sheila Shreeve, “Student Visits, Enquiries and Answered Requests,” (Internal 
museum document, Walsall Museum, 1999), not paginated.  
29 Shreeve, interview with author, October 3, 2013.  
30 Shreeve, “The Hodson Shop,” 84. 
31 Elizabeth Wilson and Lou Taylor, Through the Looking Glass: A History of Dress 
from 1860 to the Present Day (London: BBC Books, 1989), 4. 
32 Shreeve, interview with author, October 3, 2013. 
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accompanied the series by Taylor and Elizabeth Wilson. Taylor confirmed 
Shreeve’s view that collection was very important.33  
 
The collection was used as an educational resource at all levels. A document 
outlining research visits between 1986 and 1998 shows that three 
‘College/University Groups’, and five ‘A-Level’ students visited the collection, as 
well as it being the subject of a ‘Course for teachers’ in June 1989.34 Seven 
undergraduate university students visited the collection, with a majority of these 
researchers visiting from the then Brighton Polytechnic – a trend that was likely 
due to Taylor’s influence and existing link with the collection.35 The dress historian 
and then Assistant Curator of Textile and Dress at the V&A, Amy de la Haye, 
visited the collection in May 1992, conducting research for a lecture to be given in 
Holland in September 1992. This research also formed the basis of de la Haye’s 
1993 Textile History article ‘The Dissemination of Haute Couture to Fashionable 
Ready-to-Wear During the 1920s’. 
 
On 24 June 1992, Carl Franklin joined Walsall Museum as Community History 
Officer following Glasson’s move to Walsall Leather Museum. Much like when 
under the curatorship of Glasson, Shreeve remained responsible for the care of 
the Hodson Shop Collection. At the time of Franklin’s arrival the collection was 
housed in Walsall Museum’s stores and as being used in exhibitions yet it was still 
not officially part of Walsall Museum’s collections. Shreeve had been sorting, 
listing and cleaning items (where necessary) and some had been used in costume 
displays yet the collection had remained the property of the Lock Museum Trust. 
Walsall Museum and Art Gallery maintained a close relationship with the Lock 
Museum Trust throughout the 1980s, with Glasson and Franklin both attending 
trustees meetings and providing professional support to the organisation through a 
service level agreement (SLA). According to Glasson, this SLA meant that Walsall 
Metropolitan Borough Council paid £42,000.000-£45,000.00 per annum to the 
Trust: 																																																								
33 Ibid.  
34 Shreeve, “Student Visits, Enquiries and Answered Requests.” 
35 Taylor was then Principal Lecturer in Dress History in the Art and Design History 
Department at Brighton Polytechnic. 
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...essentially, Walsall Council did not have the money to run the Lock 
Museum as it then was. So what it did was at arms-length. It helped set up 
a trust and Walsall Council gave, I think, it was about £42,000-£45,000 a 
year to that trust, which was actually the bulk of its income. And...it 
operated independently. 
 
In return for £42,000 a year you were getting  - we expect you to meet 
certain standards. You will do this, you will do that, you will do that and then 
I had to monitor it to make sure that they were meeting those standards. 
Which was...interesting... <LAUGHTER>36 
 
It is apparent from interviews that there were tensions between Walsall Museum 
and the Lock Museum Trust, mainly regarding the Lock Museum’s collecting policy 
and curatorial standards.  
  
 
Museum Life 1993-1999  
 
Walsall Museum formally acquired the Hodson Clothing Collection37 in 
January/February 1993.38 According to Shreeve, The Lock Museum ‘had no 
further use for it’ and was unable to provide adequate storage. Franklin oversaw 
the handover process, although it appears that this process was more of a 
technicality when considering that the museum was already storing, sorting and 
caring for the collection at this point. The Conditions for Acceptance document 
states: 
 
The Trust will dispose of the collection to Walsall MBC under the powers 
given to them by their Disposal Policy on the 1st February 1993. 																																																								
36 Glasson, interview with author, August 22, 2013.  
37 The collection was referred to formally as ‘The Hodson Clothing Collection’ at 
this point, with no reference to the shop in the name and clearer emphasis placed 
on the ‘clothing’.  
38 A draft ‘Conditions for Acceptance’ document is dated 7 January 1993, Walsall 
Museum whilst press coverage of the acquisition is dated 4 February 1993. 
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The change of ownership of the collection will not affect the registration of 
the Lock Museum with the Museum and Galleries Commission. 
 
The collection will remain as a single collection and the documentation, 
storage, conservation and display will be the sole responsibility of Walsall 
Museum & Art Gallery.39 
 
The first paragraph suggests that up until 1st February 1993 the Trust did not have 
the powers to dispose of items within their collections and, by inference, they did 
not have a Disposal Policy in place. It is possible that this policy was introduced to 
facilitate the handover of the collection.  
 
It is also apparent from this document that both the Trust and Walsall Museum and 
Art Gallery had anxieties regarding the handover of the collection, evidenced by 
the inclusion of the clause regarding the Lock Museums’ registration with the 
Museum and Galleries Commission. It is possible that the Lock Museum were 
concerned that, in disposing of such a significant part of their collection, they 
would damage their professional reputation. 
 
Although he was working at the Leather Museum during this time, Mike Glasson 
was still an employee of Walsall Borough Council and was aware of events. He felt 
that the decision to transfer the ownership of the collection was ‘pragmatic’ and the 
correct course of action. He cited the Lock Museum’s lack of security and poor 
environmental conditions as adequate justification for the move, although in fact 
the collection had been stored and used by Walsall Museum since the mid-1980s. 
This is perhaps reflective of a slow pace of progress within both institutions and a 
reluctance to take or relinquish ownership of the collection. Much of the labour 
associated with maintaining the collection was already being performed free of 
charge by Shreeve and the service level agreement between Walsall Museum 
Service and the Lock Museum could have blurred the boundaries of responsibility. 																																																								
39 Carl Franklin, “The Hodson Clothing Collection: Conditions of Acceptance by 
Walsall Museum and Art Gallery” (Internal museum document, Walsall Museum 
Service, 1993). 
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The Lock Museum Trust formally relinquishing the collection may have posed a 
threat to a mutually comfortable status quo. Glasson described his views on the 
Lock Museum’s conditions and security as ‘controversial’ which suggests that 
relations between the two organisations may have been somewhat strained.40 
Jephcott believed that the Hodson Shop Collection was used as ‘leverage’ in 
‘political maneuvering’ between the Lock Museum Trust and the council: 
 
I think possibly the management at the museum wanted to use that [the 
Hodson Shop Collection] as some kind of leverage to get more funding. 
Constantly, all the time, we were just ‘lack of money, lack of money, lack of 
money!’. So I think they saw that [the collection] as a godsend that they 
could trade off with Walsall [council] who wanted the collection for the 
museum… …that’s the way that I perceived it to be…41 
 
Once the handover was complete, Shreeve embarked on cataloguing and 
accessioning the collection – a task that would take ‘at least ten years’ to 
complete. Shreeve would work through one or two boxes per week and would 
often take boxes of items home to work on: 
 
I would bring them home in the car, sit in the middle of the front room and 
strew everything all round on the floor <LAUGHTER> and so gradually over 
the years I finally got it all catalogued - god knows how many years it took 
me!42 
 
Shreeve undertook this work whilst also accessioning, cataloguing and caring for 
items of clothing and textiles that arrived for the museum’s local history collection. 
Shreeve believes that the freedom to take items home was a rare privilege and 
something that she had not heard of or encountered elsewhere. It was a practice 
that continued until the arrival of Jennifer Thomson as Community History Curator 
in 2006.43 Whilst not made explicit by Shreeve, Thomson’s decision to stop the 																																																								
40 Glasson, interview with author, August 22, 2013. 
41 Jephcott, interview with author, September 17, 2015. 
42 Shreeve, interview with author, October 3, 2013. 
43 Ibid. 
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practice of items being taken home was a limit of Shreeve’s freedom with the 
collection. She would no longer be able to freely handle items within the intimacy 
of her home; her access to the collection would largely be limited to when she was 
on museum premises. How Shreeve felt about this is unclear, though considering 
the practice had gone on for around 20 years it is reasonable to suggest that it 
may have raised tensions regarding her role and responsibilities.  
  
During the 1990s, Walsall Museum and Art Gallery took up two floors of a building 
on Lichfield Street, Walsall. The library was in the building next door yet the two 
organisations were separate structurally and operationally. Fine art and the 
Garman Ryan Collection were displayed in the E M. Flint Gallery on the top floor. 
Lady Kathleen Epstein donated The Garman Ryan Collection to the Borough in 
1973. The collection contained works by world-renowned artists such as Epstein, 
Van Gogh, Renoir and Constable.  The social history collection had been built 
since the museum was founded in 1976, containing items relevant to the town’s 
industrial history, including ‘...horse brasses, horses bits, bits of leather, bricks  - 
y’know all the sort of stuff of major manufacturers that Walsall produced’ along 
with ‘quite a lot of militaria’.44 Under Glasson’s curatorship there had been a move 
towards collecting items that reflected the domestic experiences of the people of 
Walsall. The Hodson Shop Collection fitted well into this shift away from industry.45  
The move to create a new art gallery for the town had emerged in the late 1980s 
yet plans gained momentum during the mid-nineties, culminating in the opening of 
The New Art Gallery Walsall in January 2000.  Building began in 1997 after 10 
years of planning. The project cost around £21 million, with £15.75 million of 
funding coming from the Arts Lottery Fund, £4.5 million coming from the European 
Regional Development Fund and £0.3 million coming from Walsall City 
Challenge.46 Peter Jenkinson was the director of Walsall Museums throughout the 
1990s and was instrumental in the development of the Gallery. The New Art 
Gallery project was reflective of a national trend in which culture, art galleries and 																																																								
44 Glasson, interview with author, August 22, 2013.  
45 Ibid. 
46 “Frequently Asked Questions,” The New Art Gallery Walsall, accessed 
November 10, 2015, http://www.thenewartgallerywalsall.org.uk/about/frequently-
asked-questions.  
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museums were placed at the heart of urban regeneration.47 Tim Hall described 
this trend as a ‘broader advocacy and policy shift towards cultural, rather than 
purely property-based or economic regeneration’.48  
Jenkinson was responsible for the Garman Ryan Collection becoming the focal 
point of Walsall’s arts and heritage portfolio and, ultimately, the split of the social 
history and fine art collections. As Franklin explains: 
 
...it was a difficult time because Peter Jenkinson had made the decision to, 
erm, use the Garman Ryan collection as the attractor to get interest and 
funding... 
 
...he then sort of just separated [the collections] and said ‘well, it could 
either be the Garman Ryan or it could be the Hodson Clothing’ and I think 
that at the time he just felt that the contemporary art was probably a bit 
sexier and would probably press the right buttons for people and it did, we 
got the money.49 
 
A joint Designated Status bid between the Hodson Shop Clothing Collection and 
Garman Ryan Collection was made to the Museums, Libraries and Archives 
Council (MLA) in August 1999. The Designation process sought collections of ‘pre-
eminent quality and significance’ and judged collections according to their ability to 
meet various benchmarks for quality and significance based on the submission of 
evidence and supporting materials. The Hodson Shop Collection section of the 
application was completed by Franklin and Shreeve, assisted by Eleanor Moore 
who assisted at the museum. The implications of the Designation process, content 
of the proposal and consequences will be discussed in greater depth in chapter 
four. In terms of the collection’s history, it was the decision to submit a joint bid 
																																																								
47 See: Derek Wynne, ed., The Culture Industry: The Arts in Urban Regeneration 
(Aldershot: Avebury, 1992). 
48 Tim Hall, “Artful Cities,” Geography Compass 1, no. 6 (2007): 1380. Accessed 
November 12, 2015. doi:10.1111/j.1749-8198.2007.00064.x 
49 Carl Franklin, (Community history officer, Walsall Museum Service, 1992-1999). 
Interview by author. Digital recording. Walsall Museum, August 27, 2013. 
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with the Garman Ryan Collection and the ultimate failure of the bid that were 
significant. The Executive Summary stated: 
 
Two of the collections belonging to the service, The Garman Ryan 
Collection (shortly to be housed in the New Art Gallery Walsall) and The 
Hodson Shop Clothing Collection (within the Community History 
Department), are of exceptional quality. In its audit of collections in the 
West Midlands region (First Principles, 1996), the West Midlands Regional 
Museum Council identified both collections as being of national 
significance.50 
 
It was stated of the Hodson Shop Collection that: ‘there is no equivalent collection 
elsewhere in Britain’. It was felt strongly that the collection would be granted 
Designated Status, with Franklin telling a local newspaper: 
 
We have been told that we have a very good chance of getting designated 
status and this would guarantee that we would get funding which we hope 
would make the collection accessible.51 
 
The article does not make clear who told the Franklin that the collection stood a 
‘very good chance’ at achieving designated status, although it is possible that the 
information came from an individual within the regional MLA team.   
 
After assessing the bid, the MLA did not believe that the collections met their 
criteria for quality and significance, despite the West Midlands Regional Museums 
Council’s judgment. Franklin believes that the Garman Ryan Collection may have 
‘stolen interest’ from the Hodson Shop Collection, with the excitement and publicity 
related to the New Art Gallery opening.52 The use of the word ‘stolen’ suggests a 
sense of injustice; a case of fine art being prioritised above social history. As a 
Curator of Social History Franklin was likely to have felt that his work was being 																																																								
50 Walsall Museums and Art Gallery Service, “Executive Summary,” in Application 
for Designated Status, (Walsall: Walsall Metropolitan Borough Council, 1999), 2. 
51 Paul Hinton, “Historic status bid for shop collection,” Express & Star, July 15, 
1999.  
52 Franklin, interview with author, August 27, 2013. 
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overlooked in favour of the ‘sexier’ and financially lucrative Garman Ryan 
collection. He was aware that the bid’s failure could have also been due to the 
application not being ‘strong enough’, although he suspected that how the 
collection was displayed presented a significant problem: 
 
I think where we probably fell down, and this is where I suppose funding 
would’ve helped, is how we have displayed the items in the past, so to a 
large extent it stayed in the stores – it did not get out a great deal. So it was 
still a kind of hidden gem. Whereas you look at the way the Garman Ryan 
Collection was promoted, it was out there and, y’know, items were picked 
out, publicity was super......it was brilliant, but then there was a big team 
working on that. We were a very small team.53 
 
Franklin demonstrates an acute awareness of the perceived superiority of the 
Garman Ryan collection compared to the Hodson Shop collection. He 
acknowledges that the Garman Ryan collection was better in terms of how it was 
displayed and promoted, yet qualifies this by highlighting the greater resources 
allocated to it. Designated Status would have opened up new funding streams for 
the collection. The failure of the bid prompted the museum to appeal against the 
decision but to no avail.  
 
Having acquired the collection in 1993, Walsall Museum began to promote it to the 
public and as a research resource. Shreeve listed nine researchers who visited the 
collection, 1993-1998. Notably, Emma Bryan from the University of Brighton 
conducted research into the collection during a series of ‘many’ visits. This 
research was for her MA dissertation ‘From Haute Couture to Ready to Wear?’ 
which challenged the view proposed by de la Haye in 1993 that the collection 
clearly reflected the trickle-down of styles from elite haute couture to cheaper 
mass produced clothing.	 
 
In 1998, local historian and retired librarian Joyce Hammond was commissioned 
by the museum to conduct an oral history project about the Hodson Shop that was 																																																								
53 Ibid. 
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published during the same year. Twenty-two people were contacted regarding 
their recollections of the Hodson sisters and the shop.54 The research resulted in 
eight interviews with local people who had memories of visiting the shop.55 
Hammond also assembled a history of the Hodson family and of the business.56 
Hammond stated that the research built up a ‘remarkable understanding’ of the 
shop’s appearance, the business and the personalities of Edith and Flora. She 
concluded that: ‘One thing is certain – Hodson’s shop represents an age that is 
now firmly past, and which few souls still living remember’.57 
 
Shreeve was awarded an MBE in the 1999 New Year’s Honour’s List. Franklin 
made the application in recognition of Shreeve’s work with historic costume. 
Coverage of the MBE from the Birmingham Post and Mail presented Shreeve as a 
humble and selfless woman with a passion for historical clothing that transcended 
financial gain. It placed full responsibility for the care and acquisition of the Hodson 
Shop collection with Shreeve. The collection was declared the ‘undisputed jewel’ 
within the wider context of the Community History Collection. This larger collection 
was described as ‘an unprecedented “one-man” effort to complete and 
document a representation of everyday dress from 1810 to the present day’ 
that in turn contributed something unique to Walsall Museum as a whole.58 
 
 
The Collection in the Early Twenty-First Century 2000-2014 
 
The New Art Gallery opened in 2000 and Walsall Museum and Art Gallery were 
finally separated, with all fine art moving to the New Gallery. The Museum was 																																																								
54 Joyce Hammond, “A Summary of the Oral Evidence on the Hodson Shop,” 
(Museum information document, Walsall Museum, 1998). 
55 Interviewees included: Nellie Humphries (b. 1913), Margaret Anslow (b. 1923), 
Hazel Hesson (b. 1928), Malcolm Lister (b. 1930), Nora Lister (b. 1934), Maureen 
Golding (b. 1942). 
56 Joyce Hammond, “The History of the Hodson Shop,” (Museum information 
document, Walsall Museum, 1998). 
57 Ibid.  
58 Fleming Hanson, “Sheila honoured for good dress sense,” The Birmingham 
Post, February 27, 1999, accessed February 28, 2010, 
http://www.thefreelibrary.com/. 
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‘integrated’ with Walsall Library, with the wall that divided the two buildings being 
knocked through and a lift was installed to provide access to all parts of the 
building. Fig. 7 shows the frontage of the co-located museum and library, with the 
nineteenth century building housing the library to the left and the 1960s museum 
building to the right. The central entrance was added post-2000 to link the two with 
a shared lobby area and staircase. There were hopes for increased collaboration 
between the museum and library, with Franklin working closely with the head of 
the Library Services in hopes of expanding the museum in to the library space: 
 
...we were both seconded so we were taken away to a little office – I can’t 
remember where it was now. The idea was that she and I sat together and 
came up with a plan for the future of how the library and the museum would 
work together.59 
																																																								
59 Franklin, interview with author, August 27, 2013. 
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Figure 7: Stephen McKay, Walsall Library and Museum. 2011. Source: Geograph, Digital 
colour photograph. Available from: http://www.geograph.org.uk/photo/2567914 (accessed 
November 12, 2015). 
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These plans failed to come to fruition due to what Franklin believes was a lack of 
money and, perhaps, other plans already being in place for the library – although 
Franklin did not state what these plans may have been. Barbara Harper who, by 
February 2014 was the museum’s longest serving member, began working as a 
visitor assistant in 2000. Franklin left Walsall Museum in 2001 and was replaced 
by Louise Tromans as Curator of Social History who, in turn, departed and was 
replaced by Stuart Warburton in 2004. There were further staffing changes in 
2006, when Stuart Warburton left and was replaced by Jennifer Thomson as 
Community History Curator. There was a high turnover of senior curatorial staff 
during the period 2001-2006 which may have posed difficulties for long-term 
projects and planning. Curators would have brought their own interests, 
experiences and knowledge to the role. This can be viewed as a positive but it 
may have also posed a risk of a lack of continuity in aspects of the museum’s 
operation, such as the promotion of collections. 
 
Catherine Lister joined the museum in 2006 as Collections Officer. Harper, 
Thomson and Lister were still in post in February 2014. The museum was granted 
MLA Accredited Status in 2006, which demonstrated Walsall Museum’s adherence 
to national standards for UK museums and aided them in identifying areas for 
improvement and development.60 2006 also saw the movement of the Museum’s 
storage facilities from Leve Lane to improved facilities at Queen Street. Lister 
considers this move to be ‘more by luck than design’ (see chapter five).61 
 
In 2003, the Lock Museum property (54 New Road) was acquired by the Black 
Country Living Museum from the Lock Museum Trust. A website run by local 
history enthusiasts gave the following account of the acquisition: ‘The Locksmith’s 
House, the lock museum in Willenhall, was rescued, in a sad state by the Black 
																																																								
60 “Accreditation Scheme,” Museums, Libraries and Archives Council, accessed 
January 30, 2016, 
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20081210090402/http://www.mla.gov.uk
/what/raising_standards/accreditation. 
61 Catherine Lister, Collections Officer Wallsall Museum Service, email message 
to author, May 13, 2016. 
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Country Living Museum in 2003.’62 The language used presented the Black 
Country Living Museum as stepping in to save 54 New Road from neglect, 
providing it with a brighter future. It is true that conditions at the property were far 
from ideal as Franklin explained: 
 
...he couldn’t say no, so [if] someone came with a box of locks, he would 
take it and it got to a point where the timbers in the first floor were starting 
to bow so. It was just crazy and I think in the end, we instructed – I think I 
got approval to do it – [he was told] ‘you must not collect anymore until it’s 
strengthened’...63 
 
Glasson also identified security and environmental issues at the property along 
with high staff turnover: 
 
This is controversial, but the Lock Museum was not secure and it was a 
very poor quality environment and for a brief period they had a professional 
curator and then they did not.64 
 
These insights support the view that 54 New Road was in a ‘sad state’, both 
physically and organisationally, when the Black Country Living Museum stepped 
in. They rebranded the Lock Museum as the Locksmith’s House. Walsall Council 
continued to provided funding of £12,000.00 per year to support the running of the 
property, although this ceased in 2007 due to council budget cuts which prioritised 
Walsall Museum and The Leather Museum over the Locksmith’s House.65 The 
Express and Star reported that: 
 
																																																								
62 “The Lock Smith’s House,” Wolverhampton Museum of Industry, accessed 
November 10, 2014, 
http://www.historywebsite.co.uk/Museum/locks/LocksmithsHouse.htm.  
63 Franklin, interview with author, August 27, 2013. 
64 Glasson, interview with author, August 22, 2013. 
65 “Museum’s axe fears,” Express & Star, March 8, 2007, accessed November 10, 
2015, http://www.expressandstar.com/news/2007/03/08/museums-axe-fears/. 
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Between 3,000 and 4,000 people visit the Locksmith's House every year 
compared to 25,000 for the Leather Museum and 13,500 people who call at 
Walsall History Museum, above the library in Lichfield Street.66 
 
Based on these visitor figures the council decided to focus on the more popular 
attractions, meaning that the Locksmith’s House lost council funding and was 
closed to the public between December 2008 and September 2009. It reopened 
on a visit by advanced booking only basis. There were plans to permanently close 
the property and reconstruct it at the Black Country Living Museum’s main Dudley 
site, although these were dropped due to funding difficulties and objections from 
English Heritage.67 Walsall Museum continued to provide small Hodson Shop 
Collection displays for the shop/front room – with a small number of garments 
displayed in a purpose-built wooden display cabinet, (typically selected around a 
certain decade) and haberdashery and underwear items displayed on reproduction 
shelving on either side of the fireplace. The intention to change the items on 
display every six months. The oak counter was repurposed as a small gift shop.  
 
Whilst the Lock Smith’s House was going through a tumultuous period, Walsall 
Museum received a boost in the form of a £50,000 Heritage Lottery Fund Grant 
that enabled them to fully refurbish the first-floor gallery into a permanent local 
history exhibition, ‘The Changing Face of Walsall’. A pre-existing display tunnel 
was upgraded in order to provide a permanent display of Hodson Shop Collection 
items within the exhibition. The Museum’s EM Flint Gallery, located on the second 
floor, continued to function as a space for temporary exhibitions. 2009/10 saw the 
launch of efforts to make the Hodson Shop Collection accessible online via the 
Black Country History website. Black Country History involved eight local authority 
museum and local history/archive services, with funding from The Heritage Lottery 
Fund and the MLA’s Renaissance in the Regions programme.68 It provided ‘a 
searchable website which allows users to find information about documents, 																																																								
66 Ibid. 
67 “Lock Museum Replica Plan”, Express & Star, June 15, 2009, accessed 
November 10, 2015, http://www.expressandstar.com/news/2009/06/15/lock-
museum-replica-plan/. 
68 “Credits,” Black Country History, accessed November 10, 2015, 
http://blackcountryhistory.org/credits/. 
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maps, photographs, art works, objects and more...’.69 Lister was responsible for 
the digitization of the Hodson Shop Collection, with support from former trainee 
and Visitor Assistant, Kiran Muctor who had joined the museum on a permanent 
basis in 2009 following a six month work placement in 2007. The process involved 
the digital photography of items and transferring handwritten records onto the 
museum’s CALM database.  Shreeve had led all previous photography and 
cataloguing of the collection. It had involved handwritten records and analogue 
photography, with images stored on photographic slides. The new digital records 
from the database could then be uploaded to the Black Country History site. Lister 
believes that providing online access to the collection had become ‘expected’: 
 
...it is expected now it never was before. When I first started, which would 
be about 15 years ago...people were still in the process of going to 
museums – that was the only way you really got to see something. And 
these days, people are a lot more expectant; if they want to see something 
they will search for it online. That’s a thing that they’ll do. So we just need to 
keep up with the times – it’s just what’s expected of everybody, that you 
have an online presence, that you show as much as you can, you make as 
much accessible.70 
 
Efforts to digitise the collection were dependent on the availability of support from 
volunteers, trainees or other organisations. By February 2014, around 41% of the 
existing Hodson Shop Collection catalogue records had been added to CALM and 
listed on the Black Country History website. 
 
Throughout the first decade of the twenty-first century, Walsall Museum had the 
use of two gallery spaces which housed ‘a rolling programme of temporary 
exhibitions which we changed every four, five or six month or so’.71 During this 
period, local authorities began to face mounting financial pressure.  Walsall 																																																								
69 “About,” Black Country History, accessed March 13, 2014, 
http://blackcountryhistory.org/about/. 
70 Catherine Lister (Collections Officer, Walsall Museum Service). Interview by 
author. Digital recording. Walsall Museum, June 17, 2013. 
71 Jennnifer Thomson (Former Community History Curator, Walsall Museum). 
Interview by author. Digital recording. Walsall Museum, June 27, 2013. 
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Council needed to make significant budget cuts. In 2010, it announced plans to 
close the museum in the 2011/12 financial year as part of these cuts, although the 
museum was saved through a combination of money saving measures. One of the 
two Visitor Assistants and the Education Officer were made redundant, all 
conservation work on the museum’s collections ceased and in March 2011, the 
EM Flint Gallery was closed to the public, leaving only The Changing Face of 
Walsall Gallery open. This loss of display space meant a reduction in the space 
available for displaying the Hodson Shop Collection, as Thomson explains: 
 
...we always wanted to have a display of Hodson Shop garments in our 
biggest case downstairs but we always had another gallery upstairs for 
temporary exhibitions... 
 
That [closure of the EM Flint Gallery] has impacted on the Hodson Shop 
Collection that we can’t always or we don’t always just show Hodson 
because we can’t show any of the other costume anywhere else...72 
 
Lister believes that the reduction in space prompted greater creativity when 
displaying costume. It marked a move away from ‘classic’ displays of Hodson 
Shop items themed around specific decades towards bolder and more thematic 
displays such as ‘party dresses’.73 
 
2011 saw another attempt to gain Designated Status for the collection. The bid 
was initiated and completed by Thomson. The decision to reapply was prompted 
by the variety of funding available to designated collections and adjustments to the 
scheme’s criteria. There was also a feeling that the first 1999 joint application had 
not given the Hodson Shop Collection adequate prominence or room to be 
showcased. Thomson describes the application process as ‘very long’ and ‘an 
enormous amount of work’. Although the final bid was to prove unsuccessful, 
Thomson believes that there were some positive developments related to the 
process:  
 																																																								
72 Ibid. 
73 Lister, interview with author, June 17, 2013. 
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It did have lots of other positive things that did come out of it, in that I spent 
a lot of time making contacts, talking to other museums about what they’d 
got and talking to academics and people like that and it did raise the profile 
of the Hodson Shop Collection...74  
 
It was also during the bid writing process that Thomson began to question the 
assertion that the Hodson Shop Collection was ‘unique’. Her research had 
uncovered collections in other museums that covered similar themes and featured 
items from ‘similar sources, such as unsold stock from former shops, 
manufacturers...’. This research prompted Thomson conclude that ‘...the 
uniqueness of the Hodson Shop Collection...maybe it is not as well defined as we 
sometimes like to think’.75 This remark indicates that Thomson was prepared to 
challenge the narratives of ‘uniqueness’ and significance that had been 
constructed around the Hodson Shop collection. It can be viewed as either a 
pragmatic acknowledgement of fact or as an indication that Thomson’s 
understanding of what makes the collection unique differs from that of others. 
 
Shreeve’s involvement in the collection decreased during the late 2000s-early 
2010s, due to various factors including health reasons. Thomson began to 
undertake some of Shreeve’s Hodson Shop-related public engagements – 
including talks and lectures, whilst Lister found herself becoming more actively 
involved in caring for the costume collection as a whole. In around 2008, Shreeve 
had proposed a new collecting policy for clothing which sought to ‘extend the type 
of clothing in the Hodson Shop Collection beyond the 1950s’ by purchasing cheap 
high street clothing, mainly from charity shops, that reflected the ‘fashion worn 
locally’. Shreeve believed that these garments should have been collected at the 
point at which they ceased to be fashionable. She suggested a budget of £50.00 
per year for new acquisitions. There is a note on the final page of the proposed 
collecting policy document added by Shreeve in 2012. It states: 
 
...I was told that I must only collect from Walsall people, also donations 
have to be vetted by Mike and Jennifer consequently very little clothing has 																																																								
74 Thomson, interview with author, June 27, 2013 
75 Ibid.  
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been added to the collection in the last few years. I used to buy stuff myself 
from charity shops but I have stopped doing this, as it is unlikely to be 
accepted so I would have been wasting my money.76  
 
Another note added to the first page of the document stated: ‘this is my ideal 
clothing policy which I would employ given free rein’. There is a suggestion of 
some bitterness in these notes, with the use of the phrase ‘wasting my money’ and 
the remark regarding how little had been added to the collection since the new 
policy’s introduction, indicating Shreeve’s displeasure at her active collecting role 
being effectively removed. ‘Free rein’ is what Shreeve had been granted by 
previous curators. When combined with Thomson’s 2006 decision to stop Shreeve 
taking museum items home, these events indicate that Thomson’s arrival marked 
the beginning of the reduction in Shreeve’s responsibilities. This reduction, whilst 
clearly upsetting for Shreeve, would have brought her role closer into line with that 
of the typical museum volunteer. It is also important to note that Shreeve was 
getting older, experiencing health problems and was no longer able to drive to the 
museum. The decision to limit new clothing acquisitions to items relating to 
‘Walsall people’ may have also helped to restore a sense of balance between the 
size of the costume collection and the rest of the social history collection. In 2013, 
the clothing collection was estimated to account for around a third of the total 
museum collection. In 1999 it had significantly expanded when Wolverhampton 
Museums Service handed over their entire costume collection. 
 
Amidst further cuts, Walsall Council again proposed the closure of Walsall 
Museum in October 2013. The closure was part of a package of cuts designed to 
save £19 million in the 2014/15 budget. The Express and Star reported that 
closing the museum would save £70,000 per year. All staff, with the exception of 
Catherine Lister (whose role was across the whole museum service), would be 
made redundant and collections would no longer be exhibited. The Heritage 
Lottery Fund (HLF) raised concerns about the closure, informing the Museums 
Journal: 
 																																																								
76 Sheila Shreeve, “Clothing Collection Policy”, (Internal museum document, 
Walsall Museum, around 2008). 
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It is disappointing news that Walsall Council may be considering closing 
Walsall Museum... HLF has a contract with the council and would - and 
could - only take action if the elements of the museum it had funded that 
were still under conditions were adversely affected. We are in regular 
contact with the council and will be discussing future plans further.77 
 
An online petition was launched in December 2013, attracting 227 signatures.In 
early-2014, Walsall Museum was informed that they no longer faced the threat of 
closure. The Council’s decision was reportedly based upon a combination of public 
opinion strongly opposing the closure (90% were found to oppose the closure 
during public consultation) and the threat of the Heritage Lottery Fund reclaiming 
some of the funding awarded in 2008.  In November 2014, another proposal to 
close the museum in the 2015-16 financial year was made. The proposal stated:  
 
Proposal 67: Closure of Walsall Museum  
The draft budget proposals include plans to close Walsall Museum to the 
public and the mothballing of its collections in storage. All access to the 
artefacts and informal learning opportunities offered from the museum will 
cease. This proposal would deliver savings of £70,000 in 2015/16.78 
 
On 27 February 2015, Walsall Metropolitan Borough Council announced the 
closure of Walsall Museum on 31st March 2015. The wording of the original 
proposal suggested that no access to the collections would be available and all 
objects would be ‘moth balled’ following closure. Jane Hubbard, Temporary 
Community History Curator, explained that this proposal had been amended: 
 
Its been stated that the objects will be safely stored. Essentially moth balled 
but we’ve worked on that and softened that down and the collections will be 																																																								
77 Patrick Steel, “Walsall Council proposes to close museum”, Museums Journal, 
October 29, 2013, accessed November 10, 2015, 
http://www.museumsassociation.org/museums-journal/news/29102013-walsall-
council-proposals-closing-museum. 
78 “Libraries, Arts and Heritage Consultation 2014,” Walsall Council, accessed 
February 19, 2015, 
http://cms.walsall.gov.uk/index/council_and_democracy/consultations/budgethave
yoursay/libraries_arts_and_heritage_consultation_2014.htm. 
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accessible through – I suppose digitally and also through personal visits to 
the store – study visits.79  
 
All museum staff, with the exception of Catherine Lister, Collections Officer were 
made redundant. Display objects were packaged and returned to storage and 
display cases were dismantled. Although the museum has closed to the public, it 
has not technically ceased to exist as an entity. The museum has retained Arts 
Council accredited status, albeit at a provisional status as opposed to full. Hubbard 
attributes this provisional accreditation to the plans to stage ‘temporary 
exhibitions’.80 The ‘softening’ of the original council closure proposal includes 
plans for the future display of the museum’s collections in a scaled-back recreation 
of the Changing Face of Walsall exhibition at Walsall Leather Museum. The 
Hodson Shop Collection would be included in this exhibition.81 There have also 
been discussions around various ‘pop-up’ exhibition opportunities. As a condition 
of provisional accreditation, the museum has a twelve-month time period in which 
to meet standards and stipulations set by the Arts Council or else face losing 
accreditation. The continued existence of an accredited Walsall Museum is 
integral to the longer-term plan for the museum and Walsall’s wider heritage 
strategy. In early February 2015, the council committed to a strategy for the town’s 
heritage – a key part of this strategy was the creation of a ‘Heritage Hub’ or 
Heritage Centre – an extension to the Leather Museum site that would house both 
Walsall Museum and Walsall Local History Centre (the town’s archives).82 Walsall 
Council has approved the Heritage Centre plan subject to the required £5million of 
funding being secured through a bid to the Heritage Lottery Fund. If successful, 
the centre would open to the public in 2018/19. The Hodson Shop Collection 
																																																								
79 Hubbard was appointed in September 2014 to provide maternity cover for 
Jennifer Thomson, Community History Curator. Both Thomson and Hubbard have 
been made redundant, with Hubbard’s role due to cease in May 2015. Jane 
Hubbard (Temporary Community History Curator, Walsall Museum Service). 
Interview by author. Digital recording. Walsall Museum, April 9, 2015. 
80 Ibid. 
81 Ibid. 
82 Unnamed author, “Multi-million plan for new Walsall heritage centre backed,” 
Express & Star, February 10, 2015, accessed April 19, 2015, 
http://www.expressandstar.com/news/2015/02/10/multi-million-plan-for-new-
walsall-heritage-centre-backed/.  
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would be displayed within the centre, though exactly how and the level of 
prominence it will be given is not yet clear. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
The history of the Hodson Shop Collection has been connected with those of the 
organisations and individuals involved with it. It has been subjected to changes in 
how it has been displayed, stored and cared for but it has also been through 
periods of interest and publicity followed or preceded by periods of near obscurity.  
There have also been discrepancies in how the importance of the collection is 
perceived – with it being considered as vastly important by Sheila Shreeve yet of 
little interest by the trustees of the Lock Museum. The two failed Designation bids 
also indicate that the view of the collection as ‘nationally significant’ is not 
universally agreed upon – Jennifer Thomson acknowledged that the collection 
may not be as ‘unique’ as often stated. It could also be argued that the proposals 
to close the museum are reflective of Walsall Council being uninterested or 
unaware of the collection’s significance.  
 
The tumultuous relationship between the Hodson Shop collection and the Lock 
Smith’s House has highlighted how differing curatorial priorities can come into 
conflict, in this case with tensions arising between industrial heritage and historical 
dress. Shreeve’s account clearly presents a narrative of the ‘good’ work of dress 
history in the face of the ‘bad’ industrial historians who failed to appreciate the 
value of the Hodson Shop Collection. 
 
There have been actions and events that have changed the fate of the collection, 
although it is undoubtedly Shreeve who has played the biggest role in its story. 
Her presence has been the constant between 1983 and 2014, and even as her 
involvement has reduced her influence and presence is still strongly felt by the 
staff of Walsall Museum. Shreeve’s input cannot be overstated yet it is important 
to note that, while her work has been unpaid, she has gained a great deal from her 
involvement – in terms of status, unfettered access to a large collection of 
historical costume and personal satisfaction and achievement; the collection has 
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played a significant role in what Russell W. Belk described as the ‘self definition of 
the collector’.83 For such responsibility to have been placed upon an unpaid 
volunteer raises ethical issues as well as complications in terms of museum 
management. Whilst Shreeve has gained in some respects, the absence of 
monetary remuneration for her labours could be interpreted as a form of 
exploitation of personal passions. On a managerial level there is the issue of 
succession to consider. In light of financial constraints and shifts towards more 
formal distinction in the roles of volunteers in museums it is unlikely that anyone 
will take on sole responsibility for the costume collection in the same manner. In 
the future, there are opportunities for Lister to regain some authority over the 
costume collection, which she may previously have felt were the responsibility of 
Shreeve, although it cannot be disputed that the Hodson Shop collection and 
costume collection as a whole will be losing a dedicated guardian. It is possible 
that Thomson’s actions in reducing some of Shreeve’s freedoms regarding the 
collection were a means of tapering down her involvement in order to ensure a 
smooth transition after the point of Shreeve’s departure from the museum. 
 
Ultimately, the history of the Hodson Shop collection is one of struggles for 
recognition and a clearly defined space. This does not just apply to Shreeve – it 
covers Walsall Museum’s ongoing battle for security and improved facilities, the 
failed Designation bids and the collection’s own position, not only within the 
Walsall Museum but also reflecting the status of non-elite dress and social history 
within UK museums in general. 
																																																								
83 Russell W. Belk, “Collectors and Collecting,” in Interpreting Objects and 
Collections, ed.  Susan M. Pearce. (London: Routledge, 1994), 321-322.  
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Chapter Four: Defining, Interpreting and Understanding 
the Hodson Shop Collection 
 
 
The Hodson Shop Collection has been known by several different names since its 
discovery in 1983. It began as the ‘shop stock’ before progressing to become the 
‘Hodson Clothing Collection’ and finally, it acquired the name by which it is now 
most commonly referred to: ‘The Hodson Shop Collection’. These shifts in the 
name of the collection partially reflect how the collection has been understood by 
museum professionals and presented to museum visitors. The content of the 
collection has remained the same (though it has been subject to the inevitable 
physical influence of time) yet how it has been understood has changed with each 
new curator or visitor into the museum. Chapter three has provided a 
comprehensive history of the collection in terms of key dates and events, this 
chapter will analyse how the collection has been defined and interpreted by people 
who have come into contact with it. 
 
The word ‘defining’ is used to describe the way in which boundaries have been set 
to limit what is part of the collection – the criteria by which items are determined to 
be, or not to be, within the collection. ‘Interpreting’ refers to how the collection has 
been explained and presented to the museum visiting public. In this process, the 
museum takes on a mediating role between the collection and the public.1 This 
includes how the collection has been presented as a whole and how individual 
items from the collection have been utilised within various curatorial narratives.  
 
The aim of this chapter is to examine how the collection has been understood and 
presented from the point of discovery to spring 2014. It considers how these 
perspectives have altered the biographies of both the collection as a whole and of 
individual items. It aims to highlight subtle shifts in the way in which the collection 
has been formally identified, how individuals (both museum professionals and 
																																																								
1 Gary Edson and David Dean, The Handbook for Museums (London: Routledge, 
1994), 171. 
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museum visitors) perceive the collection and how the collection fits within a 
broader national picture of significant collections.  
 
Firstly, museum professionals’ roles in defining the collection is explored. As seen 
in chapter three, Sheila Shreeve has played a large role in shaping the story of the 
collection. There are also the perspectives and input of the various curators who 
have come into contact with the collection to take into account. Visitor Assistants 
have also played a role in shaping museum visitors’ interpretations of the 
collection, through their interactions with the public in the gallery space. In doing 
so, their own perceptions and interpretations of the collection may have been 
passed on to visitors. 
 
The views of museum visitors are considered. Next, their understanding and how 
they personally relate to the collection and construct their own narratives and 
meanings is explored. Comparisons will be drawn between the ‘official’ definition 
of the collection and how visitors personally understand and define it. 
 
A recurring theme in this chapter is that of the collection’s importance, 
‘uniqueness’ and singularity. The extent to which the collection can be described 
as ‘unique’ is subject to debate, particularly when considering the two 
unsuccessful applications for Designated Status made respectively in 1999 and 
2011. Whilst it is possible to interpret these failed bids as outright dismissals of the 
collection’s claims to uniqueness, a study of the proposals and analysis of 
statements made regarding Designation reveal a more nuanced view of the 
collection, from both museum professionals and the body responsible for awarding 
Designated Status. Finally, the impact of shifting interpretations and definitions 
upon the collection itself is assessed.  
 
This chapter draws upon semi-structured in-depth interviews conducted with 
museum staff during the summer and autumn of 2013 and an informal focus group 
with museum visitors held in December 2013. Specific reference is made to items 
from the collection that were used as prompts for discussion during the interviews 
and focus groups. There were sections within both the interviews and focus group 
during which participants were questioned about their personal perceptions and 
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definitions of the collection. Further questions were also asked about how they 
reached these perspectives.  
 
Documentary sources including application forms and proposals for designated 
status, museum documents and handwritten documents from Shreeve’s personal 
archive are referred to. Formal museums documents intended to be read by 
individuals outside the organisation, such as the Designation documents, are of 
particular value, as they provide insight to the ‘official’ outward face of the 
collection.   
 
 
Museum Professionals’ Perspectives 
 
As outlined in chapter three, numerous museum professionals have come into 
contact with the Hodson Shop Collection since its discovery in 1983. The roles of 
these individuals have been curatorial, collections-based, administrative, technical 
and visitor facing (at times, elements of all). Most of these professionals have 
been paid museum employees, though for the purpose of this chapter, the 
voluntary work of Shreeve is also considered as ‘professional’ – based on the high 
levels of respect and (unprecedented) responsibility that Shreeve received during 
her time at Walsall Museum. Each of the museum professionals interviewed 
expressed their own understanding of the collection and each of them explained 
their own routes to acquiring knowledge about it.  
 
Shreeve acted as the biographer and guardian of the collection, a role that 
positioned her as a ‘gatekeeper’ to knowledge about the collection. For many of 
the interviewees, Shreeve was the means by which they first physically 
experienced the collection and the key provider of information on its contents and 
significance.  Shreeve occupied an unusual position regarding the collection, being 
the only professional to have worked with it from the point of discovery to the 
present day and to have experienced sustained and regular contact with the items. 
As discussed in the previous chapter, she played a key role in shaping the story of 
the collection.  
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Shreeve’s philosophy and experiences of museum clothing and dress history are 
crucial to understanding the development and context to all definitions of the 
Hodson Shop Collection. Shreeve had been making her own clothes since she 
was ten-years-old and recalled visiting her aunt’s clothing shop as a little girl.2 She 
described how she ‘loved’ clothing, felt comfortable amongst garments and had 
great confidence in her ability to work with them. This love of clothing was 
strongest for eighteenth century dress, although Shreeve had a passion for all 
sorts of garments, particularly those worn by ‘ordinary people’.3 Her belief was that 
the experience of clothing was universal, making it a very personal experience to 
view clothing in a museum: 
 
They can look at an item in a museum, see what it is made of and know 
what it feels like, except perhaps in the case of the most expensive 
brocades and things. But they can get a rough idea of what it feels like 
because they wear clothing. So therefore it connects them more with the 
past, especially with their photos of their forebears, you know? They can 
look at that photo and say ‘I can see, I know what that felt like to wear that 
item.’4  
 
Shreeve believed clothing to be an intimate link to the past, especially when 
supported by other visual sources. Shreeve often used the approach of showing 
garments alongside photographs for exhibitions – clearly with the aim of making 
links to people from the past.5 Her bias towards ‘ordinary’ clothes was suggested 
when ‘expensive brocades’ were excluded from the types of garments that people 
were likely to relate to. ‘Ordinary’ clothing made a clear connection between 
Shreeve and her ancestors; her curatorial practices were underpinned by the 
assumption that the same applied to other museum visitors. This ‘intimate link’ 
echoed the view expressed by Buck in the 1949, Gallery of English Costume 
Picture Book No. 1: 
																																																								
2 Sheila Shreeve (Honorary Curator of Costume and Textiles, Walsall Museum 
Service). Interview by author. Digital recording. Sutton Coldfield, October 3, 2013. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 
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Visitors may also find that few things so effectively evoke the reality 
of a past age as the actual clothes that were once worn on the living 
bodies of the men and women who created it.6 
 
Shreeve and Buck became friends during the 1980s after meeting at Costume 
Society events and Buck’s work influenced Shreeve’s approach to museum 
clothing. The friendship between Buck and Shreeve is explored further later in this 
chapter, particularly in terms of similarities between Platt Hall and Walsall 
Museum’s clothing collections and how these may have affected Walsall 
Museum’s attempts to achieve Designated Status for the Hodson Shop Collection. 
It is also possible that, through association with Buck, Shreeve’s practices drew 
upon the work of Buck’s predecessor at Platt Hall, Dr C. Willet Cunnington. Amy 
de la Haye states that Cunnington had a ‘preoccupation’ with the social 
significance of the dress of ‘ordinary folk’, rather then the artistic merit of elite 
dress.7  Following in this tradition Shreeve distinguished between the appeal of the 
beauty of elite dress and the personal connections formed with ordinary clothing. 
These personal connections underpinned her work at Walsall Museum, with the 
Hodson Shop Collection as the starting point for a wider clothing collection project 
following the philosophies of Buck and Cunnington: 
 
Walsall Museum has another collection of clothing in its Community History 
Collection which seeks to continue where the Hodson Shop stock leaves 
off, collecting the clothes of the working people of Walsall and its 
surroundings.8 
 
When asked to provide a definition of the Hodson Shop Collection, Shreeve 
responded: 
 																																																								
6 Anne Buck, The Gallery of English Costume, Picture Book Number One - A Brief 
View (Corporation of Manchester, 1949), 4.  
7 Amy de la Haye, “Anne Buck: The Cunnington Collection, Mannequins and 
Museology”, in Exhibiting Fashion: Before and After 1971, ed. Judith Clark et al  
(London: Yale University Press, 2014), 50. 
8 Sheila B. Shreeve, “The Hodson Shop,” Costume 48, no.1, (2014): 96. 
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Well it’s a collection of clothing, erm, the type that was worn by normal 
working people during the period of the shop which is approximately 1920-
1960...9 
 
The definition begins with a simple statement of fact (‘clothing’), followed by the 
introduction of the ‘ordinary people’ aspect within a clearly defined time frame 
(though Shreeve used the word ‘normal’ rather than ‘ordinary’, which is a rather 
loaded term. It applies a sense of otherness to those who are considered outside 
the realms of normality - the ‘abnormal’). Yet this definition is unusual in its 
emphasis on the clothing being of the type ‘worn’ by people. The Hodson Shop 
Collection has not been worn. Shreeve was obviously aware of this but when 
asked to provide a definition of the collection she made an imaginative leap from 
the clothing within the collection to the clothing that was worn during the period – 
unworn clothing, or at least similar clothing, has been placed on an imaginary 
body. When placed in the context of Shreeve’s belief that clothing formed a 
connection with the past based on previous sensory experiences, this leap is 
understandable – she experienced similar clothes and therefore was able to 
imagine them on bodies, regardless of whether they had been worn or not.  
 
Whilst Shreeve was able to envisage the garments of the Hodson Shop Collection 
being worn, she still considered the unworn nature of the clothing to be a defining 
feature of the collection. When asked to specify what made other garments 
discovered at 54 New Road not part of the collection she matter-of-factly replied: 
‘Well you can tell that they have been worn!’.10  According to Shreeve, the unworn 
clothing from the collection had a ‘certain look to it’ – a distinct ‘newness’ that 
disappeared the moment it was worn.11  
 
Shreeve believed that the collection was nationally significant, as similar clothing 
had historically been sold nationwide: ‘…it is not clothing that was specific to a 																																																								
9 Shreeve, interview with author, October 3, 2013. 
10 Sheila Shreeve (Honorary Curator of Costume and Textiles, Walsall Museum 
Service). Interview by author. Digital recording. Sutton Coldfield, October 30, 
2013. 
11 Ibid. 
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particular area and the factories distributed everywhere in the British Isles and 
sometimes abroad.’12 The national and international significance of the collection 
is discussed in the third section of this chapter, ‘Uniqueness and Designation 
Attempts’. 
 
Senior museum staff all described how they were made aware of the collection 
before applying for their job with Walsall Museum, with it being mentioned in the 
‘notes for candidates’ included with their job application packs.13 Jennifer 
Thomson (Community History Curator until 2014) explained how the collection 
was ‘always’ mentioned in recruitment materials as it was considered a ‘key part of 
the collection’.14 Carl Franklin described how he was made aware of responsibility 
for ‘internationally important Hodson Clothing Collection’ in pre-interview 
information and during his interview for the post at Walsall Museum.15 Catherine 
Lister (Collections’ Officer) also confirmed that the Hodson Shop Collection was 
the only part of the museum’s collection to be ‘singled out’ in the information for 
applicants at the time of her appointment in 2006, whilst other parts of the 
collection were referred to using ‘more generic’ phrases such as ‘locks and 
keys’.16 The consistent inclusion of the collection within this pre-application 
information suggests that the collection was (and is) held in particularly high 
regard by the museum from its discovery to the present day. Mike Glasson, 
Thomson or Lister did not share Franklin’s memory of the term ‘internationally 
important’ in their recollections of the application process, suggesting that this may 
have been an error of memory on Franklin’s behalf, perhaps due to his time 
working for the Museums, Libraries and Archives Council who use the terms 
‘nationally’ and ‘internationally important’ in their criteria for Designated Status.  
																																																								
12 Ibid. 
13 As discussed in: Mike Glasson (Senior Curator, Walsall Museum Service). 
Interview by author. Digital recording. Walsall, August 22, 2013, Walsall; Jennifer 
Thomson (Former Community History Curator, Walsall Museum Service). 
Interview by author. Digital recording. Walsall, June 27, 2013; Catherine Lister 
(Collections Officer, Walsall Museum Service). Interview by author. Digital 
recording. Walsall June 17, 2013. 
14 Thomson, interview with author, June 27, 2013. 
15 Carl Franklin (Community History Officer, Walsall Museum Service, 1992-199). 
Interview by author. Digital recording. Walsall, August 27, 2013. 
16 Catherine Lister, email message to author, June 24, 2014. 
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It is significant to note that the word ‘important' was used on numerous occasions 
in relation to the Hodson Shop Collection, during the interviews with Glasson (five 
uses), Franklin (five uses) and Thomson (fourteen uses). Lister did not use the 
word, although this perhaps reflects the ‘behind the scenes’ nature of her role as 
Collections Officer compared to the more outward-facing role of the 
Keepers/Curators. Curators have generally been responsible for attracting funding 
and organising community events so they would perhaps be more inclined and 
conditioned to promote and champion the collection using such terms. 
 
None of the interviewees had been aware of the collection prior to joining Walsall 
Museum and none of them had any substantial interest or in-depth knowledge of 
historical costume (though Barbara Harper described how she had ‘always been 
interested in costume’).17 All of the interviewees described Shreeve’s role in 
introducing them to the collection, typically within their first week at the museum. 
Glasson described how ‘it would have been Sheila Shreeve who filled me in about 
it...I arrived on the Monday and then Sheila would have probably have told me all 
about it on the Thursday’.18 It appears that two routes were taken from this point: 
an active path of learning about the collection or a passive process of acceptance 
and continuity. The two notable ‘active’ respondents were Thomson and Harper. 
They both undertook self-guided research into the collection. Harper’s research 
was motivated by her interest in clothing whilst Thomson’s was prompted by the 
demands of her role and the preparation of the 2011 Designated Status 
Application. Harper’s research appears to have reaffirmed Shreeve’s views whilst 
Thomson’s in some ways challenged the orthodoxy around the ‘uniqueness’ and 
significance of the collection.   
 
When the interviewees were asked to provide their own definitions of the 
collection, two key themes emerged: unsold stock and ‘working-class’ clothing. Of 
course, these two characteristics were accompanied by other qualifying criteria: 
																																																								
17 Barbara Harper (Former Visitor Assistant, Walsall Museum Service). Interview 
by author. Digital recording. Walsall, July 9, 2013. 
18 Glasson, interview with author, August 22, 2013. 
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items were all found in one shop, items came from a defined period of time, items 
were related to the Hodson sisters. 
 
Franklin, Thomson, Lister and Visitor Assistant, Kiran Muctor, made overt 
reference to the ‘unsold’ aspect of the collection: 
 
‘...it is unused, so unsold branded stock and it’s working class clothing, 
everyday clothing, women’s...’19 
 
‘It is the unsold stock of one shop...’20 
 
‘...it is the entire unsold shop stock of a little local business.’21 
 
‘...it was clothing, y’know, unsold stock from the period of time, the 1920s to 
the fifties.’22 
 
This recognition of the collection as ‘unsold’ makes it apparent that the 
provenance of the collection is key to its understanding and significance. This term 
implies that the stock was destined/intended to be sold – there is an inherent yet 
untapped potential within the collection for it to have continued along the 
conventional biographical trajectory intended for mass-produced clothing. Being 
‘unsold’ automatically marks the collection as being in some way special.  
 
Franklin raised the ‘unused’ aspect of the collection as alongside, or even 
synonymous, with ‘unsold’ and also described the stock as ‘branded’ – a 
distinction which was found in none of the other interviewees’ definitions. His 
identification of the ‘branded’ nature of the collection is significant as it recognises 
the collection in terms of branding history as well as dress/retail history. With 
																																																								
19 Franklin, interview with author, August 27, 2013. 
20 Thomson, interview with author, June 27, 2013. 
21 Lister, interview with author, June 17, 2013. 
22 Kiran Muctor (Former Visitor Assistant, Walsall Museum Service). Interview by 
author. Digital recording. Walsall, June 27, 2013. 
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brands present, the collection takes on another dimension of value in terms of 
provenance beyond the shop and possibly in terms of its quality.  
 
Both Thomson and Lister mentioned the shop within their initial definition – a 
‘singular’ shop in the case of Thomson and a ‘diminutive’ shop for Lister. Here the 
shop becomes the single point of origin for the collection, a place that marks it out 
as in some way special. The shop itself may have only been small, as Lister 
pointed out, yet this smallness defined the collection – in opposition to stock from 
a large chain or department store. 
 
The theme of the collection being perceived as ‘working class’ appeared in 
discussion with Franklin, Glasson, Harper and Muctor: 
 
‘…it’s working class clothing, everyday clothing, women’s.’23 
 
‘…a collection that was accessible to the people of Willenhall. 
Erm...working… a working class area, people probably didn’t have as much 
money as they would’ve liked and they were able to put a little bit by each 
week and the item was paid for.’24 
 
‘…it wasn’t designer clothing, it was, y’know, it was clothing for ordinary 
working people…’25 
 
‘…I’d see the Hodson Shop as, y’know...working men’s and women’s 
clothes...’26 
 
It is apparent that museum staff have, and still do, strongly connect the collection 
with the local working-class community. Indeed, ‘working class’ was a defining 
feature of the collection for a majority of the museum professionals interviewed. 
The relationship between the collection and the Willenhall working class has been 																																																								
23 Franklin, interview with author, August 27, 2013. 
24 Harper, interview with author, July 9, 2013. 
25 Glasson, interview with author, August 22, 2013. 
26 Muctor, interview with author, June 27, 2013. 
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challenged, with Bryan’s 1998 research indicating that many of the items sold in 
the shop were only affordable for middle-class women from outside the area. 
Taylor described how Bryan and Shreeve’s research had shown that the shop was 
considered ‘rather grand’ by the local lock making community and items were 
priced well above their financial means.27 That the collection is still largely defined 
as ‘working-class clothing’ despite such findings is perhaps evidence of a myth or 
orthodoxy that has been constructed around the collection, building on its close 
links to Willenhall’s lock making heritage. In reality, whilst the shop operated within 
the realm of industry, manual labour and ‘working people’ it did not necessarily 
serve those who were working in the factories. The construct of the shop as a 
‘local shop’ for ‘local (and thereby working class) people’ presents an appealing 
narrative that fits neatly within the existing dominant narrative of industrial 
heritage. It is also possible that research around the collection has not been 
disseminated to Visitor Assistants. Glasson may not have been aware of the 
findings as he was longer working at the museum at the time. The clothing within 
the collection, whilst not ‘working class’, occupies a grey area between the working 
and lower middle classes, a subtle distinction that is significant to dress historians, 
though perhaps not as apparent to non-specialists.  
 
Thomson and Lister did not define the collection as working class. In the case of 
Thomson, this was due to knowledge of previous research and oral history 
accounts:  
 
…we’ve always tended to say Willenhall is a very working class, lower 
middle class area, whether that was quite the clientele of the shop, erm, 
again some of the oral history evidence seems to suggest that the shop 
was maybe considered a little pricey, there were other shops in the town 
that people sometimes preferred to shop at so...possibly in fact, some of the 
ladies who were shopping at the Hodson Shop were a little more well-
heeled or slightly better off than the average person in Willenhall.28 
  																																																								
27 Lou Taylor, The Study of Dress History (Manchester: Manchester University 
Press, 2002), 53. 
28 Thomson, interview with author, June 22, 2013. 
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It became clear during the interview with Thomson that she held a very strict, 
‘operational’ definition of the collection, in terms that clearly demarcated what was 
not part of the collection as well as what was: 
 
…it is a self-contained closed collection. It’s not a collection you keep 
adding to because it is stock that the Hodsons had in their shop and that 
was meant to be sold and was never [sold] and was found in the house 
after their death. And so it has got very clearly defined parameters of what 
…I suspect we may be going onto some of the sort greyer areas - looking at 
the dress that you’ve got on display, but generally speaking there’s quite 
clear parameters of what is part of the Hodson Shop Collection and what 
isn’t.29   
 
In addition to these ‘clearly defined parameters’, Thomson also held two distinct 
interpretations of the collection. The first was the ‘public facing’ interpretation or 
‘message’: 
 
…the message about the collection to the public is that it is important 
because this is the clothing of everyday women, working class, lower-
middle class women from sort of very ordinary industrial area and this is not 
the sort of clothing that survives in museum collections…30 
 
Yet Thomson also had a personal perspective on the collection, which she was 
willing to share as part of this research. This perspective was nuanced and in 
some ways challenged the public facing message, factoring in the ‘grey areas’ 
Thomson had discovered during her research for the 2011 Designated Status 
application. This interpretation cast doubt on the uniqueness, as well as the 
working-class nature, of the collection.  
 
The issue of what the collection ‘was not’, as raised in Thomson’s operational 
definition, became prominent during discussion with Lister and Thomson regarding 
																																																								
29 Ibid. 
30 Ibid. 
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a green and pink crepe dress and jacket suit (the subject of Case Study One in 
chapter six ). 
 
At the time of the interviews, the green and pink ensemble had just been 
accessioned into the museum’s collection after some discussion about its place 
within the museum and its relationship to the Hodson Shop Collection. It was 
decided that the ensemble was not part of the Hodson Shop Collection but was 
accessioned into the Community Costume Collection with a note of the connection 
to the Hodson Shop Collection. It was clear to Lister from the outset the item was 
not part of the Hodson Shop Collection: 
 
...it was never bought into the Hodson Shop Collection because it clearly 
was not unsold shop stock and that was the whole point of what we decided 
to collect…31  
 
For Lister, the Hodson Shop Collection was defined as ‘unsold shop stock’- it was 
the ‘whole point’ of the collection. The museum was presented here as an active 
collector and the Hodson Shop Collection was framed as something that could still 
be added to if items were deemed to meet the criteria of being unsold shop stock. 
This is in contrast to Thomson’s description of the collection as ‘closed’.  
 
Thomson was not quite so decisive, describing how she was uncertain as to 
whether the outfit had begun as shop stock: 
 
Its not clear whether it was an item of shop stock that they then decided to 
wear or whether it was something that they had sort of purchased any way 
for their own needs but, I’d say possibly in a shop like that there might be a 
little bit of overlap between what was stock they were buying for the shop 
and what was what they were buying to wear themselves.32 
 
																																																								
31 Lister, interview with author, June 17, 2013. 
32 Thomson, interview with author, June 22, 2013. 
	 128 
This ambiguity had formed the basis for the debate around the place of the 
ensemble within the museum’s collection. It had also caused the items to fall into a 
state of limbo – at once within a museum yet not part of the museum’s collection. 
They physically occupied an ambiguous area, stored in a cabinet within the 
Museum’s research room. They were not afforded the same preservative 
measures (a hanger, appropriate protective coverings etc.) as accessioned items 
and, for a long period, only Shreeve had been aware of the items’ existence.  
 
Ultimately, the grounds for accepting the outfit into the collection were that it ‘was 
an outfit worn by a local business woman’, although the link to collection was 
highlighted on the catalogue card and entry. 
 
Unlike Thomson and Lister’s pragmatic approach, a motif of magic and mystery 
surrounding the collection emerged in the interpretation provided by Harper: ‘...it is 
just so nice that it was sort of like left in the little time warp, it sort of gives you that 
sort of magical feel about it somehow.’33 These interpretative themes echo the 
‘fairytale narrative’ constructed by Shreeve about the collection’s discovery. The 
phrase ‘time warp’ was perhaps used to suggest that the collection inhabited a 
separate time frame to the real world and had the ability to carry individuals back 
in time – a means of time travel.  
 
When asked to expand on this ‘magical feel’, Harper said: 
 
Well, it was when the two sisters weren’t as able to sell stuff anymore it was 
just sort of left there; it wasn’t actually disposed of or thrown away. It was 
just sort of left there and then the story of them sort of grew with it.34 
 
Here, the items themselves were not magical – instead they had been 
accumulated through mundane processes and simply ‘left’.  From this point the 
‘story’ ‘grew’ from them. Harper’s phrasing suggests that she did not view the 
items within the collection as magical. Rather, the magic lay in the way in which 
																																																								
33 Harper, interview with author, July 9, 2013. 
34 Ibid. 
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the story around the collection had formed. The story of the objects – the way in 
which they had been left over a long period of time then rediscovered – becomes 
spectacular, once again echoing Shreeve’s narrative of ‘hidden treasure’. Harper 
then distanced herself from the ‘magical’ description, describing the collection as 
follows: ‘Its sort of like – not magical, but – y’know, just something that otherwise 
would have been forgotten possibly and we wouldn’t have known about it.’35 
 
This self-conscious distancing may have been due to Harper becoming aware of 
the fantastical nature of the word ‘magical’ and feeling that such phrasing was 
inappropriate in an interview. Yet it is clear that the collection held an almost 
uncanny quality for Harper. 
 
 
Museum Visitors’ Perspectives 
 
A visitor focus group was conducted in December 2013 in order to establish how 
museum visitors defined, experienced and interpreted the Hodson Shop 
Collection. Four regular museum visitors attended the forty-minute session, during 
which they were given a series of informal prompts for discussion around the 
collection. The participants were all women who regularly participated in Walsall 
Museum’s programme of craft workshops and historical talks. Three of the 
participants were elderly and had personal memories of clothing similar to that 
within the collection, whilst one participant was somewhat younger. Two 
participants lived in Walsall whilst two came from and lived in Birmingham. 
Although the collection was the focus of the session, the discussion also covered 
aspects of the participants’ own lives and experiences of clothing. 
 
The first observation from the focus group was that there was a lack of clarity 
regarding exactly what the collection was. The first prompt was ‘what do you know 
about the Hodson Shop Collection?’. All of the participants were aware that it was 
a collection of historical clothing, although responses varied in terms of accuracy. 
Participant J was the most knowledgeable, stating that: ‘The Hodson Collection, its 
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really good because it is unworn clothing so its in the best possible condition’.36 
Participant A understood that being unworn was a point of value for the collection. 
But as she began to expand on her answer, it became clear that she did not fully 
understand the defining parameters of the collection: 
 
…they’ve had the Red! Collection there for quite some time and there are 
dresses that I’d like to wear now – what goes around comes around! But 
there’s a lovely satin dress in there which really is quite sexy – could be 
worn today, you know what I mean? The one with the embroidery on.37 
 
The Red! Collection was a 2013 Walsall Museum exhibition of red dresses from 
the Victorian period to the 1990s. It featured two dresses from the Hodson Shop 
Collection including a red floral 1950s day dress and a plain red Utility dress. Yet 
the dress described by Participant A was not part of the Hodson Shop Collection, 
but of the Community Costume Collection. This confusion is understandable when 
considering that the costume display case, which held the Red! Exhibition, 
featured a permanent interpretation panel about the Hodson Shop Collection at 
the case end closest to the gallery entrance and there was an interactive ‘dressing 
up doll’ display board directly opposite the case. The small interpretation labels 
displayed on the cases gave specific details of each garment, including the 
collection number. The presence or absence of the HSW prefix to this number 
would make the garment’s provenance clear to those who were aware that it stood 
for ‘Hodson Shop Women’s’, although it was unlikely to mean anything to a regular 
museum visitor. There is a possibility that such an approach to display, mixing 
garments from the Hodson Shop Collection and the Community Costume 
Colllection has diluted the Museum’s public message about the collection and 
created real confusion around what is and is not part of the Hodson Shop 
Collection.  
 
																																																								
36 Focus group participant J. Conducted by author. Digital recording. Walsall 
Museum, December 12, 2013. 
37 Focus group participant A. Conducted by author. Digital recording. Walsall 
Museum, December 12, 2013. 
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Participant B shared Participant J’s confusion about the exact parameters of the 
collection, providing an account that contained accurate and inaccurate elements:  
 
It is situated in Walsall and it went back quite a long time – 50 or 60 years 
ago and the fashions were from about 18, 18-1880 something? Right up 
until the present day when it closed down.38 
 
The ‘50 or 60 years ago’ likely indicated a vague awareness of the point at which 
the shop stopped trading, although the fashions being from ‘1880 something’ is 
incorrect. It is possible that, like Participant A, Participant B had based her 
definition of the collection on the contents of the Red! exhibition, which included a 
muslin dress from 1855 as its earliest item. The term ‘present day’ is ambiguous, 
especially as it is qualified immediately by ‘when it closed down’. On a literal level, 
‘present day’ suggests something that happened within the same year as the 
conversation taking place, though the most recent item in the Red! Exhibition was 
from 1994. Participant B may have been using the phrase more broadly, to simply 
refer to an event that happened within recent history. Particulars of timeframes 
aside, Participant B was still aware that the collection was the result of a shop 
closing down and recognised its local provenance. 
 
Participant L mistakenly believed the Hodson Shop to be an underwear shop, 
‘Hudson’s’ in Walsall’s Victorian Arcade’.39 This response serves to highlight how 
even a regular museum visitor was not fully aware of the Hodson Shop 
Collection’s contents or story. Although Participant L’s knowledge of the collection 
was inaccurate, there was a strong awareness in her responses of the significance 
of clothing within local history: 
 
Walsall has always been famous for its leather, but at least with the Hodson 
Shop it puts women into the equation and there are some absolutely 
beautiful clothes.40 
 																																																								
38 Focus group, December 12, 2013. 
39 Ibid. 
40 Ibid. 
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It was unclear whether the women referred to by Participant L were the female 
business owners, female customers or a more general recognition of the 
perceived feminine nature of clothing, yet this statement made it clear that the 
participant valued Walsall Museum’s clothing as a means of addressing an 
imbalance in how the town’s history had been constructed around a perceived 
‘male’ leather industry. 
 
Shreeve figured largely in the accounts of how Participant B and Participant J 
became aware of the collection. They both described how they had attended talks 
by Shreeve on a variety of costume-related subjects, including the Hodson Shop 
Collection. The talks had provided both women with a learning opportunity as well 
as a means of forming connections to their own pasts. 
 
Participant J described how the talks had taught her about dressmaking: 
 
Sheila’s talks were also wonderful because they were also based around 
the Hodson Collection. I’m not very good at dressmaking, in fact I haven’t 
done any since I left school. I didn’t know what a godet was, is it called a 
godet? Where you let the material into a skirt? I think this has come up a lot 
on Strictly Come Dancing now when they talk about how the skirts flare out 
so beautifully. I remember Sheila, she’d bought some examples in from the 
Hodson Collection and she was just explaining it…41 
 
Participant J had taken away dress making terminology and knowledge from the 
talk and had been able to apply it in life beyond the museum in the form of a link to 
a popular entertainment show. Such a reference was perhaps intended to show 
how seemingly niche information could be relevant to modern mainstream life. The 
next part of Participant J’s response problematised her understanding of the 
Hodson Shop Collection, whilst also highlighting how the collection fitted within a 
broader, nostalgic and arguably idealised view of a past world of ‘making do and 
mending’: 
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…it was clever that people actually made these things in their own homes, it 
wasn’t bought, you didn’t have the chains stores then, and how it affected 
everybody and how they saved on things and how it was adapted, that’s 
what I find fascinating.42 
 
If the items in question had been from the Hodson Shop Collection then they 
would have been shop bought, although it is possible that Participant J was 
referring to the supposed popularity of home dress making during the early-to-mid 
twentieth century. According to such a narrative, women would have made their 
own garments similar to those within the Hodson Shop Collection. It is unclear 
whether Participant J considered the items from the collection to have been 
homemade or if she considered them to be merely examples of the type of clothes 
that home dressmakers would have been seeking to recreate.   
 
Participant B also mentioned specific items encountered during Shreeve’s talks. 
Her responses raised the notion of clothing triggering personal reflections and the 
mind ‘dressing’ a body - either that of the participant or of a relative:  
 
I remember seeing the old liberty bodices that we used to wear and it 
brought a lot of memories back, y’know? How we used to be in the war. If 
you got too big, your Mom would sort of get another piece of material and 
put it in the skirt so you’d have about three inches in the skirt to make it 
longer so that it would be bigger for you when you grew up. 
 
We’ve had talks on the Victorian dresses and things and it makes you think 
‘oooohhh, your Grandma must’ve looked like this’, erm with all the beautiful 
embroidery on it. It is amazing really, how they managed to, erm, I don’t 
think they changed their clothes very often did they? Because of all that 
ironing and stuff, but it takes you back, right back, into the history. 
 
Here, historical clothing was viewed as a means of ‘time travel’. By providing the 
audience with examples of garments, Shreeve had triggered a process of personal 																																																								
42 Ibid. 
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feminine reminiscence; a liberty bodice had launched memories of Participant B’s 
mother adapting a skirt, the Victorian dress, although not part of the Hodson Shop 
Collection, had provided Participant B with a respectful link to a long-dead 
grandmother. The phrase ‘your grandmother must’ve looked like this’ can be 
viewed as an act of ‘mental dressing’, in which Participant B imagined her 
grandmother wearing the dress.  
 
 
‘Uniqueness’ and Designation Attempts 
 
The rarity and ‘uniqueness’ of the collection were significant in how museum 
professionals have viewed the collection and how this has been presented to the 
public. Yet the Museum, Libraries and Archives (MLA) Council decided not to 
award the collection Designated Status following applications in 1998 and 2011. 
The Designation application process was discussed in interviews with Franklin, 
Glasson, Thomson and Lister, although Franklin and Thomson provided the most 
information and insight into the process having both worked closely on previous 
applications. This section will consider the Designation Scheme, the application 
process and the impact of the failed applications on the Hodson Shop Collection in 
terms of its status and public and professional perceptions.  
 
The Museums and Galleries Commission introduced the Designation scheme in 
1997 with the aim of ‘identifying and celebrating pre-eminent collections of national 
and international importance in non-national institutions’ within England’s cultural 
heritage.43 It also aimed to raise standards across the sector and to improve public 
access to designated collections. In return, organisations with Designated 
collections would benefit from greater support from government and statutory 
bodies (with Designated status being used as a means of demonstrating the value 
of collections to decision makers), improved fundraising abilities, increased public 
awareness and engagement and a ‘reduced level of minimum liability for the 
																																																								
43 Museums, Libraries and Archives Council, Designation List (London: MLA, 
undated), 3. 
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Government Indemnity Scheme’.44 
The Designation Scheme judged collections in terms of their quality and 
significance, which were defined in 1998 as follows: 
 
Quality: Designated collections must be of outstanding aesthetic, scientific 
or historical importance, demonstrating richness and variety and, where 
appropriate, the uniqueness or rarity of individual objects or groups of 
objects. 
 
Significance: Designated collections must also be of outstanding 
significance for contemporary national life, culture or history, and/or of 
outstanding significance for the study of humanities, science or 
technology.45 
 
In 2011, these features had been merged into a single criterion: 
 
To be designated, a collection must be outstanding in terms of it evidential, 
aesthetic, scientific, historical, cultural, literary or economic importance. It 
must demonstrate richness and variety and, where appropriate, the 
uniqueness or rarity of individual items or groups of items.  
 
Collections which merit Designated status must demonstrate that they: 
• Provide in depth coverage. 
• Provide richness in terms of the broad range and quality of individual items 
• Are nationally significant and may be internationally significant.46 
 
																																																								
44 Museums, Libraries and Archives Council, The Designation Scheme for 
Museums, Libraries and Archives Application Procedure (Official application 
guidelines, 2011). The Government Indemnity Scheme allowed institutions to 
borrow objects from other, non-national institutions and government would pay the 
owner in the event of loss or damage. 
45 Museum, Libraries and Archives Council, The Collections Criteria (Official 
application guidelines,1998).  
46 Museums, Libraries and Archives Council, The Designation Scheme, 2011. 
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The 2011 Application Procedure document also provided a ‘secondary criteria’ for 
the assessment of ‘Collections Management and Service to the Public’, meaning 
that museums had to provide evidence of progress made towards ‘high standards 
of collections care, security, documentation/cataloguing and services to the 
public’.47  
 
In May 2014 there were 140 Designated collections in England, four of which were 
of costume, with an additional two related to the textile and clothing industries. The 
four costume collections were: Northampton Central Museum and Art Gallery’s 
Boot and Shoe Collection, Kensington Royal Palace’s Royal Ceremonial Dress 
Collection, Manchester City Galleries’ Platt Hall Gallery of Costume and the entire 
holdings of Bath and North East Somerset Heritage Service’s Fashion Museum. 
The two collections related to the textile industry and the manufacturing of clothing 
were: Bradford Industrial Museum’s Worsted Collection and Lancashire County 
Museum Service’s Textile Industries Collection. Out of the four costume 
collections, only the Platt Hall Gallery of Costume covered similar themes and 
content to the Hodson Shop Collection, being described as: 
 
…one of the country’s finest collections of clothing, textiles and fashion 
accessories. The collection consists of more than 21,000 items from the 
seventeenth century to the present day, including rare examples of the 
everyday dress of working people.48  
This description suggests that the MLA did consider the ‘everyday’ clothing of 
‘working people’ (note the use of ‘people’ as opposed to ‘class’, perhaps used to 
broaden the scope beyond a single homogenous class) elements of the collection 
to be significant, although they also clearly valued the scale and 500-year 
timeframe covered by the collection, two features not present within the Hodson 
Shop Collection. The phrase ‘the country’s finest’ is a clear statement of the Platt 
Hall Collection’s perceived national value.49 This is pertinent when considering that 
the 2011 Hodson Shop Collection application was ultimately rejected on the 																																																								
47 Ibid. 
48Museums, Libraries and Archives Council, Designated Collections, 24. 
49 Ibid. 
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grounds that the collection was ‘primarily of local interest’. It is also worthy of note 
that Shreeve spoke about Platt Hall, particularly forming a friendship with its, Buck 
who had been its curator between 1947 and 1972 and was the Chairman of the 
Costume Society, between 1974 and 1980:50 
Well it [Platt Hall collection] wasn't haute couture particularly, it wasn't the 
clothing of the upper classes, it was the clothing of classes lower down and 
Anne Buck, who was the curator there, was very easy to talk [to] and we 
became very friendly.51 
 
It is possible that Buck was an influence on Shreeve’s own approach to costume 
curation (Walsall Museum’s Community Costume Collection also follows Buck’s 
philosophy of collecting and showcasing everyday dress) and how she crafted a 
definition for the Hodson Shop Collection. The extent of Buck’s professional 
influence on Shreeve is unclear, although similarities in approaches to costume 
may well explain in part why the MLA granted Manchester’s collection Designated 
status and not Walsall’s. 
 
The scheme closed for review in April 2013 and findings from an online 
stakeholder survey were published in October 2013. The Executive Summary 
stated that there was a high level of support for the scheme, although many 
respondents thought that Designation needed to focus more on the quality of the 
collections than the performance of the institution - perhaps a response to the 
secondary ‘collections management and service to the public’ criterion. At present 
it is unclear if there will be any future attempts for the Hodson Shop Collection to 
gain Designated status when the scheme reopens following the review. Thomson 
was reluctant to rule out another application, describing Designation as an 
																																																								
50 Amy de la Haye, “Anne Buck: The Cunnington Collection, Mannequins and 
Museology,” in Exhibiting Fashion Before and After 1971, eds. Judith Clark and 
Amy de la Haye (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2014), 50-56. 
51 Sheila Shreeve (Honorary Curator of Costume and Textiles, Walsall Museum 
Service). Interview by author. Digital recording. Sutton Coldfield, February 24, 
2015.  
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‘aspiration’. However she felt that ‘adjustments’ would have had to had been made 
to the scheme and/or the criteria if another application was to be made.52 
 
The two applications provide an insight into how the collection has been formally 
portrayed in the past. Shreeve provided much of the content for the 1998 bid, 
although Franklin led the application process – he described how ‘Sheila would’ve 
provided that information and we would’ve cross-reference’.53 Thomson compiled 
the 2011 bid with some support from Shreeve and Lister.  It is apparent that the 
format of the application process changed somewhat in the 13 years between the 
applications. The 1998 document was a structured long-form narrative divided into 
sections and subheadings, whilst the 2011 document was completed using a 
downloadable form template, with set questions and ‘essential requirements’ 
outlined in detailed application guidelines. The 2011 form also stipulated 
acceptable lengths for answers to certain key questions, ranging from ‘500 words’ 
to ‘10 sides of A4 in 11pt type’.54 These changes are indicative of the Designation 
Scheme developing over time and the introduction of new online form 
technologies. Such changes impacted upon how the collection was presented – 
the information required became more specific and the scope for explanation and 
justification narrowed, although it could also be argued that the gradual changes 
made it easier for organisations to meet the MLA’s criteria by making their 
requirements and criteria overt. Another key difference between the proposals is 
that the 1998 bid was a joint bid covering both the Hodson Shop Collection and 
the Garman Ryan Collection (‘a small but carefully selected and high quality 
collection of paintings, drawings, prints and sculpture by some of the most 
celebrated artists in the history of European art.’55). The Garman Ryan Collection 
was placed ahead of the Hodson Shop Collection throughout the proposal, though 
this is perhaps a matter of alphabetisation rather than preferential treatment. The 
Executive Summary states that both collections were deemed to be of ‘national 
significance’ during a 1996 Museums Council audit. 																																																								
52 Thomson, interview with author, June 22, 2013. 
53 Franklin, interview with author, August 27, 2013. 
54 Museums, Libraries and Archives Council, The Designation Scheme for 
Museum, Libraries and Archives Application Form, 2011. 
55 Walsall Museum Services, Application for Designated Status (Application 
document, Walsall Museum, 1998). 
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Both the 1998 and 2011 applications began with a brief summary of the Collection. 
In 1998, Franklin and Shreeve opened this summary as follows: 
 
The Hodson Shop Clothing Collection is an extensive and impeccably 
preserved collection of clothing from a single source, the ‘General and 
Fancy Drapers’ shop run by Edith and Flora Hodson between 1920 and the 
late 1960s. It consists of some 3000 items, all of them unsold stock and 
therefore in mint condition.56 
 
Whereas Thomson begun as follows: 
 
The collection comprises the unsold stock of the Hodson Shop, a general 
drapers’ shop in the small town of Willenhall. The Shop was run by two 
sisters, Edith and Flora Hodson, and the stock was discovered after the 
death of Flora in 1983. It passed into the ownership of Walsall Museum in 
1993.57 
 
These opening lines make the differences in the applications’ tone apparent. 
Shreeve and Franklin’s approach was to champion the collection and present it in 
a favourable light (see the use of ‘extensive’, ‘impeccably preserved’ and ‘mint 
condition’), making arguably hyperbolic statements about the condition and scale 
of the collection, whilst Thomson took a neutral and factual approach – no value-
based statements about the collection were made. This difference in approach 
becomes clearest when comparing the opening summaries’ closing lines: 
 
1998: There is no equivalent collection elsewhere in Britain.58 
2011: Representing as it does the unsold stock of a specific shop, the 
Hodson Shop collection is a closed collection.59 
																																																								
56 Ibid. 
57 Walsall Museum Services, Application for Designated Status (Application 
document, Walsall Museum, 2011). 
58 Walsall Museum Service, Application form, 1998. 
59 Walsall Museum Service, Application form, 2011. 
	 140 
 
The conclusions show the bold and assertive style of Shreeve and Franklin 
contrasting with the factual and cautious approach of Thomson. 
 
The most striking difference in terms of content is how the 2011 application raises 
issues regarding the uniqueness and significance of the collection, whilst the 1998 
application regularly refers to the collection as ‘unique’. In the 1998 application the 
collection was described as follows: 
 
The Hodson Shop Collection is, to our knowledge, unique, because it is a 
comprehensive collection encompassing the kind of clothing which was 
being worn by ordinary working class women and their children during the 
first half of the twentieth century.60  
 
The use of ‘to our knowledge’ is a qualifying phrase, implying that the collection 
may well not be unique yet the bid writers were not aware of that being the case. 
Yet the uniqueness of the collection is generally stated as an undisputed fact. A 
quote from Cynthia Weaver of the then University of Central England is also used 
at the start of the section entitled ‘The Collection and its Formation’: ‘I remain 
grateful that we have such a unique and privileged resource within the Midlands 
region’.61 
 
The word ‘unusual’ is also used in relation to the fact that collection was drawn 
from one source and ‘accurately represents what was being worn at the time'. 
Unusual differs from unique in that it does not infer singularity –there may have 
been (indeed, there certainly were) other collections composed of unsold stock 
from a single source (shop), yet the collection remained a rarity. The unworn 
characteristic of the collection was framed as a purely practical advantage of the 
collection: 
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The fact that the clothes are unsold stock is additionally welcome because it 
means that they have not suffered from the damage incurred when a 
garment has been worn, notably as a result of sweat.62 
 
Writing in 2011, Thomson provided information that challenged the conventional 
view of the collection as ‘unique’. This information was provided in response to 
question 14.2 on the application form, ‘Significance: Comparison with other 
collections’. It was on the criteria of ‘Significance’ that the 2011 bid ultimately 
failed, with the assessors deeming the collection to be ‘primarily of local interest’.63  
This makes the responses to the questions in section 14 of the form particularly 
pertinent. Question 14.2 asked applicants: 
 
Please compare your collection with other collections of similar material in 
the UK and, if relevant, abroad. Where possible include the subject matter, 
size, geographical and chronological coverage of these collections. Explain 
how the Quality and Significance of your collection compares to these 
others. If the nature of your collection is such that international comparisons 
are inappropriate, please explain why this is so.64 
 
It is possible to view this question as a tool to sift out those collections that were 
easily comparable to others, therefore not as significant or unique, yet the question 
is also carefully worded to give opportunity for applicants to position their 
collections on an international platform. The examples provided by Thomson were 
the result of in depth research into other costumes collections around the UK and 
beyond. The V&A’s collection of Utility clothing was described in terms of providing 
a useful comparison to the Hodson Shop Collection’s Utility wear, thus showing 
how the scheme impacted both the high and low end of the clothing market. More 
relevant is the paragraph concerning the Museum of London’s costume holdings: 
 
Approximately 1250 items are of the same period and type of the items in 
the Hodson Shop Collection and there are about 112 items of utility wear. 																																																								
62 Ibid. 
63 Thomson, interview with author, 2013. 
64 Walsall Museum Service, Application form, 2011. 
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There are also about 100 items of women’s and men’s clothing along with 
other stock dating from the 1920s to the 1970s, purchased from Palmers’ 
Drapery Shop at its closing down sale.65 
 
Thomson argued that these items did not strictly compare with the Hodson Shop 
Collection as they did not ‘have the extent of the Hodson Shop Collection’ nor 
were they drawn from a single traceable source along with archive material. A 
similar argument was also put forward regarding the sizable working-class clothing 
collection of The Potteries Museum and Art Gallery  (1,500 items from the same 
period covered by the Hodson Shop Collection). The assessors may have felt that 
these sizable and similar collections were enough to render the Hodson Shop 
Collection insignificant at the national level. Thomson described how the research 
process prompted her to begin questioning the uniqueness of the collection: 
 
…I do have a few caveats of my own personal takes on this. In that when I 
was writing the Designation bid, erm, for the Hodson Shop Collection, which 
was unsuccessful but that’s another story… So...in some respects the 
uniqueness of the Hodson Shop Collection...y’know maybe it is not as well 
defined as we sometimes like to think…66 
 
Thomson may have lost some belief in the strength of the application, although 
she also asserted that she remained convinced of the collection’s importance and 
value. 
 
The supporting documents accompanying the application included a letter from a 
fashion historian at the V&A. In this letter, the collection is described as ‘a very 
rare example’ whilst aligning it as ‘complementary’ to other notable English 
costume collections, including Snibston, Bath, Brighton, Hove, Manchester, 
																																																								
65 Ibid. 
66 Thomson, interview with author, June 22, 2013. 
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Museum of London and the V&A.67 Yet there was a suggestion within the letter 
that the collection was primarily of local interest: 
 
Most importantly, the Collection is a valuable local resource, with a highly 
personal resonance for all visitors, whilst also enjoying national and 
international significance.68 
 
Here the collection’s value as ‘a local resource’ is explained in terms of ‘personal 
resonance’, yet there is no explanation or detail given on the collection’s national 
or international significance. Such an omission could possibly diminish the power 
of the statement to the assessor and raise questions regarding the collection’s 
significance. The local resonance of the collection is at once an advantage and 
disadvantage, serving to increase the value of the collection whilst limiting the 
scope of this value.  
 
The 1998 application was accompanied by letters of thanks from past researchers, 
apparently in an attempt to demonstrate utilisation of the collection whilst also 
representing support for the collection. In a letter from 1992 addressed to Shreeve 
from another V&A dress historian, the collection is described as one of ‘unique 
garments’ – with unique being a word commonly used throughout the 1998 
application, as discussed above.69  
 
There was a great deal of confidence surrounding the 1998 application, so much 
so that the local Express & Star newspaper ran an article entitled ‘Historic status’ 
bid for shop collection’. This article provides insights to how the collection was 
presented to readers and the messages that museum professionals were sending 
out about it. The opening sentence of the article described the collection as ‘an 
historic clothing collection’ – a statement that is on one level factual (a collection of 
clothing relevant to study of the past) and on another level an endorsement of the 
collection’s importance. Franklin provided several quotes for the article, all of 
which presented the collection and application in a highly positive light:  																																																								
67 Letter to Jennifer Thomson, March 22, 2011. Walsall Museum 
68 Ibid. 
69 Letter to Sheila Shreeve,  May 7, 1992. Walsall Museum. 
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This collection is of national importance and significance because of its 
completeness and the fact it is made up of working class clothing, much of 
which would have been worn out or cut up to repair other clothes.70 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
On a fundamental and factual level, the Hodson Shop Collection can be defined as 
the unsold shop stock of a small, independent drapers shop that operated 
between 1920 and 1960.  There are subtle variations in definitions and 
interpretations of the collection from individual to individual, museum professional 
or visitor, yet they are primarily rooted in the work of Shreeve. Her role in 
introducing new staff and visitors to the collection has been the prime formative 
process in how individuals understand the collection. Yet it is possible to trace 
Shreeve’s practices and philosophy back to the work of Cunnington and Buck. The 
Hodson Shop Collection is a part of an arguably radical approach to dress in 
museums – positioning ‘ordinary’ clothing as equal to elite dress within the gallery 
space.  
 
It has become apparent that there is disparity between the definitions and 
understanding of the collection held by museum professionals and museum 
visitors. Whilst the focus group was small and dealt with a specific demographic of 
museum visitors it highlighted issues in how the collection is understood. The 
display of garments from the Hodson Shop Collection alongside garments from the 
Community Costume Collection creates confusion. As examined in more detail in 
chapter five, the display case was originally intended to only house items from the 
Hodson Shop Collection, yet financial cuts and the loss of other display spaces 
(see chapters three and five) meant that the case became more of a general-
purpose display case. The focus group made the assumption that all garments 
within the case were from the Hodson Shop. This may have been influenced by 
the information boards next to the display case, which provided the history of the 																																																								
70 Paul Hinton, “Historic status bid for shop collection,” Express & Star, July 15, 
1999. 
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shop and interactive activities relevant to the shop. Given the multi-use nature of 
the display case during the later years of the museum, it was often the case that 
the items displayed were not the items interpreted.  
 
It is possible that museum visitors do not need a clear-cut definition of the 
collection. The focus group highlighted how clothing in museums serves as a 
starting point for nostalgia and personal reflection. Whilst taxonomic 
considerations are central to the definitions of museum professionals, it is possible 
that they are of less importance to museum visitors.  There are risks that nostalgic 
reminiscences triggered by evocative objects obscure the truth of the collection yet 
it is apparent that they also serve as a means of engaging visitors, providing a 
pleasurable experience and capturing imaginations. The theme of personal 
connection was a continuous thread throughout the focus group, suggesting that 
visitors may prioritise an emotional experience above historical facts.  
 
Analysis of the two unsuccessful bids for Designated status has revealed 
significant differences in how the collection was understood by Shreeve and 
Thomson, and perhaps, by those assessing the applications. Shreeve did not 
doubt the collection’s uniqueness or importance, whilst Thomson was aware of 
other similar collections and was prepared to question previously held beliefs 
about the collection’s singularity. Ultimately, the collection has been deemed not to 
be ‘pre-eminent’ or ‘nationally significant’ by a national museum authority. The 
impact of this judgment upon the collection’s biography and the status of Walsall 
Museum is difficult to gauge, though it is clear that Designated status would have 
bought certain advantages and benefits.  
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Chapter Five: Display and Storage  
 
 
Since their discovery in 1983, objects and garments from the Hodson Shop 
Collection have occupied one of two binary states: on display or in storage. This 
chapter builds upon the organisational history of the collection established in 
chapter three and provides the history of the Hodson Shop Collection’s display 
and storage. It will also consider the nature of these two states and how they affect 
the biography of the objects and of the whole collection. Fashion museology and 
dress museology provide useful starting points for this discussion. There are 
examples of twenty-first century fashion curation that have sought to blur the 
boundaries between museum and storage, challenging the perceived hierarchy in 
which display dominates over storage and highlighting the innovative potential and 
enhanced visitor experiences that the storage space may hold. Evidence of this 
hierarchy can be found in the 2008 University College London report, Collections 
for People in which it was stated that, whilst there are 200 million items stored by 
UK museums, only 20% of museums reported 400 or more users of stored 
collections per year.1 It is possible that in exposing the often hidden lives of stored 
objects these museums have provided a more accurate account of the garments’ 
biographies. The Mode Museum (MoMu), Antwerp opened in September 2002. Its 
opening exhibition, Backstage: Selection I (21 September 2002 – 4 April 2003) 
sought to establish the museum’s edgy, non-linear and thematic approach to 
fashion curation. Garments were presented in acid-free archival boxes, with items 
being ‘stored’ rather than displayed.2 In 2015, the Fashion Museum, Bath echoed 
this approach with their Behind the Scenes display. Here, garments were 
displayed within a recreation of a museum store, where ‘original fashions were 																																																								
1 Suzanne Keene, Alice Stevenson and Francesca Monti, Collections for People: 
Executive Summary and Recommendations (London: UCL Institute of 
Archaeology, 2008), 3. 
2 Marco Pecorari, “Contemporary Fashion History in Museums,” in Fashion and 
Museums: Theory and Practice, eds. Marie Riegels Melchior and Birgitta 
Svensson (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2014), Kindle edition; “MoMu: 
Exhibition Archive,” Antwerp Tourism and Conventions, accessed February 5, 
2015, http://www.fashioninantwerp.be/momu. 
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presented against a backdrop of collection storage boxes’.3 Whilst these examples 
demonstrate how the binary between display and storage can be broken down and 
manipulated for the benefit of the museum visitor, the resources and curatorial 
focus of a small, local government-operated museum such as Walsall Museum 
mean that the distinction between display and storage remains a binary pairing, 
with garments either displayed and seen or stored and largely unseen.4  
 
Whilst the history of the collection pre-1983 is a key part of the collection’s 
biography, the collection’s museum life has also influenced this biography; display 
and storage are the two states that the collection has physically occupied within 
the museum. Surface qualities have been altered and artificially maintained, not 
only in terms of additions to surfaces but also in terms of interventions intended to 
prevent what would otherwise have been inevitable dirt, damage and decay. 
Evidence of this museum life is a ‘part of the social biography of the object’, 
arguably as important as the pre-museum history of the collection.5 
 
The fact that the collection is currently owned, stored and maintained by Walsall 
Museum is key to any discussion of display and storage. The focus of fashion and 
dress museology has tended to be upon large museums, the ‘international mega-
museums’ such as the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York and the Victoria & 
Albert Museum, London, and specialist fashion museums in large cities such as 
the Mode Museum, Antwerp.6 As outlined in the introduction, very little literature 
has been directed towards the display of fashion and dress within small local 
government-owned museums.  
 																																																								
3 “Walkthrough: Behind the Scenes,” Fashion Museum Bath, accessed February 
5, 2015, http://www.fashionmuseum.co.uk/walkthroughs/behind-scenes. 
4 The word ‘largely’ is used here as people who visit the stores for research 
purposes or during an open day will see items in the store. Museum personnel 
also see and handle objects in the store. 
5 Mary M. Brooks, “Decay, Conservation and the Making of Meaning Through 
Museum Objects,” in Ways of Making and Knowing: The Material Culture of 
Empirical Knowledge, eds. Pamela Smith, Amy Meyers and Harold Cook (Ann 
Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 2014), 394. 
6 Marie Riegels Melchior, “Introduction,” in Fashion and Museums: Theory and 
Practice, eds. Riegels Melchior and Svensson (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 
2014), Kindle edition. 
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The storage, conservation and display of dress can be expensive and highly 
specialised; they have been the subject of detailed and extensive guidelines and 
statements of best practice. Published in 1998 the Museums and Galleries 
Commission document Standards in the Museum Care of Costume and Textile 
Collections provided ‘a guide to the best practice in the managing of textile and 
costume collections’.7 These rigorous guidelines were intended to be aspirational, 
pragmatically acknowledging that some museums would not be able to achieve 
the standards in the ‘short term’ but should actively work towards them over a 
longer period of time. This chapter will show how, almost two decades on, these 
standards remain largely aspirational or even elusive within the context of a small 
local government social history museum. 
 
As chapter eight explains, environmental factors and handling impact significantly 
upon object and garment biography. Whilst efforts are made to control the 
environmental conditions in both the store and gallery areas, there are inevitable 
subtle fluctuations between the two in temperature, lighting and air quality.  
Prolonged display of an object means that it will be exposed to brighter light for a 
longer period of time than an item in storage would be. It will also be handled 
when the display is installed and subsequently taken down.  These conditions 
could lead to the fading of the fabric and possible damage. As Palmer states: 
 
The fundamental difficulties involved in exhibiting costume and textiles are 
because light irreversibly weaken fibres and fades dyes. Gravity also pulls 
on the artifacts and can misshape them.8 
 
Palmer believes that the store is the best environment in which to achieve 
conservation, creating a dilemma and tension between the museum’s duties to 																																																								
7 Museums and Galleries Commission, Standards in the Museum Care of 
Costume and Textile Collections (London: Museums and Galleries Commission, 
1998). The Butterworth-Heinemann Series in Conservation and Museology books 
have also provided perspectives and guidance on the conservation of textiles and 
are considered authorities on such matters. The UK’s Dress and Textiles 
Specialists (DATS) network also provides information and support for those 
working with collections of fashion, dress and textiles. 
8 Alexandra Palmer, “Untouchable: Creating Desire and Knowledge in Museum 
Costume and Textile Exhibitions,” Fashion Theory 12, no. 1 (2008): 36. 
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conserve items and also display them to the public.9 A garment left in storage is 
protected from the light – either under a calico cover or within a specialist storage 
box. Garments are also wrapped within layers of acid free tissue paper.10 Handling 
is also a limited and highly controlled occurrence within the store, with 
objects/garments mainly being disturbed in readiness for display, condition 
monitoring or when searching for other items. With these considerations in mind, it 
is clear that storage can be beneficial for objects – especially those made from 
light sensitive and otherwise delicate fabrics. 
 
There is also a less tangible aspect to the impact of display and storage upon item 
biographies. This relates to Derrida’s concept of violent hierarchies and notions of 
value, as discussed further in the following chapters.11 Objects that are stored are 
hidden from view; museum visitors are largely unaware of their existence and 
therefore their existence is rarely acknowledged, let alone appraised in terms of 
value. In February 2015 no objects from the Hodson Shop Collection were on 
display within Walsall Museum’s Local History Gallery. Whilst not a permanent 
state of affairs, this absence of the collection from the main gallery space was 
illustrative of a downward trend in the public display of the collection. Whilst it is 
normal and largely inevitable for a museum to hold a majority of their collections in 
storage, the decline in the display of the Hodson Shop Collection is of concern as 
it may culminate with the collection becoming effectively ‘invisible’ to all but 
researchers and Walsall Museum Service employees. The end point of this 
decrease in display remains uncertain, as Walsall Council closed Walsall Museum 
in March 2015. Items from the collection have since been displayed as part of a 
temporary social history exhibition at Walsall Leather Museum yet future display 
opportunities remain unclear.  
 
How the objects are displayed determines how and what information about the 
collection is transmitted to museum visitors. This information can be general 																																																								
9 Ibid. 
10 “Acid Free Tissue Paper for Textiles and Costumes,” Museum Conservation 
Institute - Smithsonian Institution, accessed February 16, 2015, 
http://www.si.edu/mci/english/learn_more/taking_care/acidfree.html. 
11 Jacques Derrida, Positions, trans. Alan Bass, (London: The Athlone Press, 
1981), 41. 
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information about dress and social history – here the garments and objects are 
detached from their individual biographies and they become conduits for a specific 
historic narrative. In other circumstances, the collection is displayed purely in 
terms of the story of the Hodson Shop and it is in these situations where the 
individual object biographies come to the fore. 
 
This chapter opens with an account of the display and storage conditions of the 
Hodson Shop Collection between 1983 and 2015. The museum life of the 
collection is divided into three periods and the storage and display conditions for 
each period are described. This information builds upon the organizational history 
provided in chapter three and further helps to establish the biography of the 
collection after its discovery in 1983. The second section will describe the 
approaches to, and environments for, displaying the collection between 201 and 
2015. Four types of display contexts will be discussed: Walsall Museum, The 
Locksmith’s House, community display and loan. Recent exhibitions within these 
contexts are examined. These display opportunities each provide varying levels of 
biographical attachment and accuracy, whilst also impacting directly upon the 
surface biography of the items displayed. The third section examines the present 
storage conditions of the Hodson Shop Collection. As a vast majority of the 
collection is in storage the store is a significant though largely unseen and 
examined space. As the primary environment in which the collection resides, the 
nature of the store’s impact upon the biography of items is considered. Finally, the 
future of the collection storage and display is examined in light of the developing 
situation regarding the closure of Walsall Museum and the potential for the 
creation of a new Heritage Centre for the town that would see Walsall Museum co-
locate with the Local History Centre (the town archives) to a new building adjoining 
Walsall Leather Museum. 
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Display and Storage History 
 
Chapter three provides a detailed historical account and analysis of the museum 
life of the collection between 1983 and 2015. This section provides an account of 
the display and storage conditions of the collection during this period, with some 
overlap to the organisational history. Key locations, events and exhibitions are 
highlighted for three time frames: 1983-1993, 1993-2003 and 2003-2015. Due to 
the voluntary nature of Shreeve’s role as Honorary Curator of Costume and 
Textiles, there are gaps in the documentary records and oral evidence available 
for the exhibitions using items from the Hodson Shop Collection. The exhibitions 
detailed are those that were mentioned specifically in interviews or have been 
listed in available documentary sources.  
 
1983-1992: Discovery and Relocation 
 
As outlined in chapter three, the collection was discovered in November 1983 at 
54 New Road. After discovery, it was moved between a range of makeshift 
storage locations to allow for the refurbishment of the property. Interviews indicate 
that the collection and remaining contents of the property were initially moved to a 
temporary storage location. Shreeve described how the collection was stored ‘at 
the rear of a disused garage in the waste disposal vehicle yard behind an oil 
engine’.12 It is likely that this site was the storage facility located behind Willenhall 
Library described by Jephcott, Lock Museum volunteer. Items were ‘all mixed up in 
old grocery cardboard boxes’. Both Shreeve and Jephcott were concerned about 
the storage conditions. The space was far removed from the ‘clinical’ museum 
storage conditions Jephcott had expected and items ‘had just been put piecemeal 
into boxes and bags and anything that could hold stuff whilst it was transported out 
of the house into store’.13  In 1985/86 Shreeve requested that the collection be 
moved into Walsall Museum’s store at Leve Lane. Space had become available in 
the store as items had been removed to be displayed in Walsall Leather Museum, 
																																																								
12 Sheila Shreeve, “The Hodson Shop,” Costume: The Journal of the Costume 
Society 48, no. 1 (2014): 83. 
13 Brenda Jephcott (Former Volunteer and Education Officer, The Lock Museum). 
Interview by author. Digital recording. Willenhall, September 17, 2015. 
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which officially opened in 1988.14 It was planned that Shreeve would sort through 
the items whilst they were in the store with the view to returning them to 54 New 
Road. However, there was a shortage of space in the property, which meant the 
collection could not be stored there. The Lock Museum Trust purchased the house 
neigbouring 54 New Road that was to serve as a museum admin office and 
temporary storage space. Sorted items were gradually moved from the storage 
facility to this property. However, the property was sold due to a lack of funding at 
some point following the opening of the Lock Museum in 1987. This meant that 
collection was moved once again, this time back to the attic space of 54 New 
Road. Shreeve recalled visiting the attic to find a ‘nasty leak of smoke from the 
chimney breast’.15 
 
Following this incident, around 1987/88, the collection was moved permanently to 
Walsall Museum’s Leve Lane stores (although the collection remained in the 
ownership of the Lock Museum). The storage conditions at Leve Lane are 
discussed in the following section. Shreeve’s sense of responsibility for the 
collection is clear in this event – she saw what she perceived as a threat to the 
collection and took actions to remove it from the situation. Shreeve’s details of the 
collection’s storage conditions at this time paint a bleak and dangerous picture of 
neglect at the hands of the Lock Museum Trust, yet Shreeve’s account only 
provides her perspective on the situation. It is possible that in emphasising the 
poor conditions, Shreeve was reaffirming her role as the collection’s ‘saviour’ and 
guardian. In doing so, she is also creating an account in which herself and Walsall 
Museum gain authority and moral ownership of the collection whilst the Lock 
Museum Trust become distant and rightfully denied ownership and power over it. 
That said, Jephcott, who recalled that the content of the property was stored in far 
from ideal conditions, supports Shreeve’s account.  
 
Display and exhibition opportunities for the collection were limited during this 
period, although a small display of items was installed near the upstairs office 																																																								
14 Mike Glasson, (Senior Curator, Walsall Museum Service). Interview by author. 
Digital recording. Walsall Museum, August 22, 2013. 
15 Sheila Shreeve (Honorary Curator of Costume, Walsall Museum Service). 
Interview by author. Digital recording. Sutton Coldfield, October 3, 2013. 
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space at the Lock Museum – a small room towards the rear of the property, 
situated above the kitchen. Shreeve described how ‘two or three things from the 
collection were displayed on dummies’ and a small selection of other items were 
displayed ‘in cases that were built either side of the fire place.’16 The cases had 
been specially built for the collection and constructed to fit the space available in 
the room. Shreeve recalled: 
 
…it was small room with a fireplace in the one wall and there are alcoves 
each side of the fireplace which are absolutely ideal for a small museum 
case and actually, when the Lock Museum was remodeled one of those 
cases moved downstairs and it is the one in the reception area now.17  
 
The office had served as Edgar Hodson’s business office and a recreation of this 
office can be found in the Locksmith’s House to the present day. Whether this 
space served primarily as a display area based on Edgar’s office or as a staff area 
is ambiguous. Shreeve considered the display space as an area ‘where staff used 
to hang out’ so how accessible the display was to members of the public is 
questionable.18 Shreeve’s choice of language indicates that the space was an 
informal area for staff to relax, which implies that whilst the area may have formally 
been open to the public, it remained very much the domain of the museum staff. 
For the collection to occupy this quite remote and ambiguous area within the 
museum indicates that it was not granted high status, although the building of 
custom display cases suggest that some value was placed upon it.  
 
Items were also borrowed for display by Walsall Museum and Art Gallery during 
this period. Shreeve’s account suggests that there was an informal agreement in 
place that meant the collection was ‘shared’ by the Lock Museum and Walsall 
Museum.19 This sharing of the collection would have perhaps been facilitated by 
Mike Glasson’s involvement with the governance of the Lock Museum outlined in 
chapter three and Walsall Museum’s provision of storage space after the move to 																																																								
16 Sheila Shreeve (Honorary Curator of Costume, Walsall Museum Service) 
interview by author. Digital recording. Sutton Coldfield, February 24, 2015. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid. 
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Leve Lane stores in 1987.20 Shreeve identified that the collection was only used by 
Walsall Museum ‘when it happened to pertain to the subject matter of the 
particular exhibition’.  
 
The discovery and relocation period was largely one of turbulence and transition 
for the collection; as it shifted in status from an assortment of shop 
stock/commodities to a museum collection. Whilst the collection remained for the 
largest part unseen and the storage conditions were in a state of upheaval, the 
informal agreements regarding the storage and use of the collection that were 
formed were the beginnings of the consolidation of the collection and museum 
ownership. There is also the significance of the collection’s physical removal from 
54 New Road to consider. As the collection entered the Leve Lane stores in 1987, 
it was detached from its authentic location and valuable biographical context was 
lost, although this detachment was considered necessary in order to preserve the 
collection. 
 
1993-2003: Acquisition and Showcasing 
 
Walsall Museum formally acquired the Hodson Shop Collection in 1993, although 
it had already been stored by the Museum for several years beforehand. The 
collection continued to be stored at the Leve Lane stores throughout this period; 
this store was located in a former school meals delivery depot and consisted of a 
number of small-interconnected rooms. Shortly after joining the museum in 1985, 
Glasson had overseen the movement of the museum’s social history collection 
into the new store and the collections were to remain at that site until 2006.The 
stores were unpopular with museum staff due to them being dark, very cramped 
and generally unfit for purpose. There is a sense that in the absence of purpose 
built stores the museum simply had to ‘make do’ with what the council made 
available – in this case an old school meals depot. Shreeve and museum staff 
were increasingly aware of issues with the store facilities and conditions. These 
concerns were confirmed by a 1999 inspection of the stores for the West Midlands 
Regional Museums Council Costume and Textile Collection Survey. Carl Franklin 																																																								
20 Glasson, interview with author, August 22, 2013. 
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was community history officer for Walsall Museum 1992-1999. He described how 
the Leve Lane store presented a ‘constant battle’ to provide as suitable storage 
environment and makeshift measures had to be taken to ensure appropriate 
temperature and humidity levels: 
 
It was a bit of a headache and in the end I think I got oil filled radiators that 
were thermostatically controlled and they were linked to a humidity sensor 
as well, but in the summer it was very hot.21 
 
Improvements and repairs were made to the store during Franklin’s curatorship, 
including the ‘sealing of walls’ and the installation of new racking yet they 
continued to be viewed as unsuitable. By 2004, these improvements were 
considered outdated and the layout of the stores was continuing to frustrate 
museum employees.   
  
The main factor influencing the display opportunities and conditions for the 
collection during the decade was the separation of Walsall Museum and the Art 
Gallery in 2000. The Art Gallery’s Garman Ryan fine art collection was moved to 
the newly built New Art Gallery complex, leaving the entire second-floor E M. Flint 
Gallery available for Walsall Museum social history displays. Shreeve’s account 
suggests that parts of the E M. Flint Gallery had been used for some costume 
displays prior to the museum/art gallery division.22 The gallery space was given to 
Walsall Museum and served as an additional large exhibition space that was used 
for temporary exhibitions, often costume displays. Following the division, Walsall 
Museum was integrated with Walsall Library, which meant that the wall between 
the two establishments was knocked down and the organisations shared an 
entrance and other communal facilities.  
 
The first considerable public display of the collection took place in 1993 when the 
museum held a Community Open Day. Objects and garments from the collection 																																																								
21Carl Franklin, (Community History Officer, Walsall Museum Service, 1992-1999). 
Interview by author. Digital recording, Walsall Museum, August 27, 2013. 
22 Sheila Shreeve, “Amount of Space Needed”,  (Internal museum document, 
Walsall Museum, circa. 2004). 
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were displayed on tables and members of the public were allowed to handle them 
under supervision. Hats from the collection were also displayed in 1994 as part of 
a touring exhibition, Yesterday’s Headlines, after which it was installed at Walsall 
Museum. In 1995 the museum organised an exhibition of children’s clothing of 
which over half of the items displayed were from the Hodson Shop Collection.  
 
Unlike at the Lock Museum, there was no specific costume display case or 
dedicated Hodson Shop Collection display case/area at Walsall Museum during 
this period. Mobile lockable museum cases or display plinths (leaving the 
garments on open display) were used. Garments were displayed initially on 
dummies that Shreeve had made by hand in the mid-1980s for an exhibition of 
wedding dresses: 
 
We hadn’t got the dummies so we made these dummies up with the 
wooden stands and the chicken wire and the padding over the top. Really to 
fit the wedding dresses that were going on exhibition.23  
 
The museum later acquired full-length mannequins, which were considered by 
Shreeve to be ‘quite expensive’. The display spaces for the collection appear to 
have varied widely during this period. Shreeve described how she would organise 
exhibitions of various scales: ‘sometimes a full gallery exhibition, sometimes a 
small one’ and that the costume display locations were not fixed, with exhibitions 
‘displayed in various parts of the museum’. There was also a ‘side gallery’ that was 
Shreeve’s preferred location for costume displays. In the early period after the 
museum had acquired the collection, Shreeve recalled a display at the ‘far end’ of 
the local history gallery but stated that the collection was mainly displayed in the 
‘art gallery’.24 This suggests that the E M Flint Gallery space may have been used 
for costume exhibitions as well as fine art prior to the art gallery moving from the 
Lichfield Street location in 2000, although Shreeve was unable to provide definite 
dates or timeframes for the various display configurations due to the amount of 
time that had passed. It is possible that Shreeve was recalling displays that had 
happened  after 2000.  																																																								
23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid. 
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2004-2015: Era of Uncertainty 
 
The period between 2004 and 2014 was markedly an era of contraction for Walsall 
Museum – the financial instability post the 2008 global economic downturn 
increasingly impacted upon the museum until in 2015 Walsall Council took the 
decision to close the museum. However, the first half of the period included some 
positive developments for the museum as a whole and specifically for the storage 
of the Hodson Shop Collection. In 2004 Shreeve had written to the then Curator of 
Social History, Stuart Warburton to express her concerns at the storage of the 
museum’s costume collections at the Leve Lane stores:  
 
At present clothes are packed far too tightly. If stored properly on padded 
hangers with dress bags at least twice as many rails would be needed. 
 
There should be space to clean the store at regular intervals. This is not 
possible at present.25 
 
The document shows that Shreeve was attempting to secure better storage 
facilities for the textile and clothing collections. The tone is that of an employee 
authoritatively and assertively reporting findings to their manager. Her criticisms 
and suggestions focus mainly on the ‘wellbeing’ of the objects, although they echo 
Thomson’s description in terms of the lack of space.26 Shreeve also noted that 
conditions at the stores had deteriorated since the West Midlands Regional 
Museums Council Costume and Textile Collection Survey conducted in May 1999, 
performed by textile conservator Katherine Barker.27 This would have served as 
extra leverage for her requests. It is unlikely, however, that Shreeve’s document 
influenced the final decision to move to the new stores in 2006. 
 
Thomson joined Walsall Museum as Community History Curator in 2006. She 
observed many problems with the Leve Lane stores:  																																																								
25 Shreeve, Amount of Space Needed. 
26 Lister supports this view of the stores as too small, describing them as ‘tiny’ and 
‘dingy’. Catherine Lister (Collections Officer, Walsall Museums Service), interview 
by author. Digital recording. Walsall Museum, June 17, 2013. 
27 Shreeve, Amount of Space Needed. 
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...it wasn’t a great building. It did not have toilets on site, it did not have 
running water on site... 
 
...it was a series of kind of rambling interconnect rooms with old racking  - 
not good quality racking but old racking in them. Lots of - some of them 
were quite small and poky... 
 
...the light in the office had gone, there was some problems with the 
electrics in the office...so you couldn’t really work in the office area. 
 
...it had a burglar alarm that was extremely dodgy and used to go off 
regularly.28 
 
Thomson’s account presents the stores as a dangerous place, with electrical 
issues, poor lighting and old racking. There is a sense of the space being rather 
cramped and disordered. The mention of the broken office light, lack of toilets and 
no running water suggests a denial of basic facilities essential to a comfortable 
work environment. Overall, the impression is of a space that was hostile to 
museum staff. Thomson did not refer to the conditions in terms of the object stored 
within them, rather in terms of health and safety risks and working conditions 
which is reflective of her role as being somewhat removed from the museum’s 
objects and collections and more focussed on operational aspects. 
 
The catalogue of issues identified by Shreeve and Thomson gives a clear 
indication that improvements in collection storage were required. However, Lister 
believes that the move was not prompted by the poor conditions at the stores, 
rather that the Leve Lane building was subject to a compulsory demolition order 
due to the construction of a new supermarket nearby. Neither Thomson nor 
Shreeve refer to this factor in their accounts of the old store yet Lister states that 
the move was ‘completely motivated by necessity following eviction.’29 Her 																																																								
28 Jennifer Thomson, (Community history curator, Walsall Museum Service). 
Interview by author. Digital recording. Walsall Museum, June 27, 2013. 
29 Lister, email to author, 2016. 
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account raises questions regarding whether the move to new stores would have 
been made if the compulsory demolition order had not been issued. It appears that 
the poor conditions were tolerated despite staff being aware of how poor they 
were. The council may have been unaware of the poor conditions, alternatively 
they may have known about the situation but have been reluctant to fund 
improvements.  
 
Lister recalls the 2006 move to Queen Street as being ‘pretty quick’. Shreeve had 
marked all of the Hodson Shop Collection items and Lister was responsible for 
placing them on the new racking into ‘the same order that she’d catalogued them 
in’ once at the new stores.30  It was during this move that Lister came to realize the 
full scale of the collection: 
 
...it [the collection] was...crammed into this tiny, tiny room, a very dingy 
store [Leve Lane]. Erm, so you just couldn’t grasp how big it [the collection] 
was until it moved, erm, which was within the first year that I was here. I, 
you, just couldn’t grasp it and at that point then, when the rails started 
coming out and you actually had the space to start looking at it then, then it 
gradually dawned how big this thing was...31 
 
The new Queen Street stores were a significant improvement on Leve Lane, with 
new racking, running water, toilet facilities, improved security and an office and 
research space. Though the storage conditions did not fully live up to the wishes of 
Shreeve, who in 2004 had provided the then curator, Stuart Warburton, a ‘wishlist’ 
of ‘basic requirements for the storage of textiles’. The exact context in which the 
list was handed over remains unclear though the document may have been 
provided as part of consultation ahead of the move to Queen Street. In the 
document Shreeve specified the ideal temperature, lighting and humidity for the 
storage of textiles under the heading ‘basic requirements for storage of textiles’. 
Whilst the move to the Queen Street stores saw the Hodson Shop collection’s 
storage conditions improve, the ‘basic’ standards outlined by Shreeve were still not 
achieved. Although not strictly purpose built, this storage unit provided far superior 																																																								
30 Lister, interview with author, June 17, 2013.  
31 Ibid.  
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conditions for both the collections and staff. There was also a gradual upgrade 
process for the storage boxes used to house the Hodson Shop Collection, 
although as of 2015 financial conditions have meant that this process is only 
partially complete.   
 
During his time as Social History Curator (2004-2006), Warburton asked Shreeve 
to provide specifications for a custom-built costume case for the social history 
gallery. Shreeve specified that the case was to be tall enough to accommodate a 
gentleman’s ensemble complete with top hat and wide enough to comfortably 
display ten dressed mannequins.32 The case was constructed from wood and 
sheets of glass, with vertical wooden divisions creating large full-body length 
viewing windows. It was not sealed and had been painted with simple emulsion, 
which Lister feared could have led to materials ‘off gassing’ and dust entering.33 
The case did not have any specialist overhead lighting or humidity sensors and 
was positioned along the rear wall of the gallery, with a wooden access door at the 
far end. Further display environment changes occurred following Thomson’s 
successful Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF) bid in 2008. This funding was used to 
completely refurbish the social history gallery and create a mixture of fixed and 
changing displays. In The Changing Face of Walsall Gallery, the costume display 
case built during Warburton’s curatorship became a dedicated display case for the 
Hodson Shop Collection. Dataloggers were installed to monitor temperature and 
relative humidity. Information boards and an oral history listening point were also 
installed for the Hodson Shop Collection. This dedicated display area was lost in 
2011 following the closure of the E M Flint Gallery – the reduction in display space 
meant that the case could no longer be solely dedicated to the Hodson Shop 
Collection. 
 
There were a number of significant exhibitions either devoted to or heavily 
featuring the Hodson Shop Collection during this period. In the summer of 2004 it 
was used for Ready-to-Wear High Street Fashion, 1920-1990 - a large exhibition 																																																								
32Shreeve, interview with author, February 24, 2015. 
33 Lister, email to author, 2016. Off gassing or ‘outgassing’ refers to the emission 
of gasses trapped within a material. These gasses may be detrimental to 
surrounding materials. 
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held in the E M Flint Gallery. In 2006, items from the collection were used for the 
exhibition Suitcases Unpacked, again held in the E M Flint Gallery. For this 
exhibition Shreeve worked with museum staff to design an exhibition based 
around the idea of what people would pack for various types of trips such as 
holidays or visiting friends in a big city. Thomson recalled that characters had been 
created for each suitcase and photographs from Shreeve’s personal archive had 
been used alongside objects: 
 
...I remember the display being very nicely presented – there was a nice 
quality to the text panels. I thought the idea of taking these characters and 
giving them sort a name and they spoke to you and said ‘Hi, I’m Nelly, I’m 
going off the stay with my Aunt in London’ and things like that – I thought 
that was very nice. There was a photograph – these characters weren’t 
actually real women, they were just fictional characters. The photographs 
were taken from some of the photographs that Sheila had in her 
photographic archive of people wearing costume but the kind of worked 
quite well, it was very well chosen.34 
 
There was an exhibition of exclusively Hodson Shop items held in 2012 to coincide 
with the launch of this research project. The final exhibition to feature the collection 
was Austerity to Prosperity, which consisted of items of women’s wear from 1940-
1960. Both of these exhibitions were within the costume display case in The 
Changing Face of Walsall Gallery.  
 
 
Walsall Museum Gallery Display 2013-2015 
 
Until March 2015, the main display space for the Hodson Shop Collection was 
within Walsall Museum’s Changing Face of Walsall Gallery. Objects were primarily 
displayed within the costume display case (detailed above) that was installed 
between 2004 and 2006, although some small items were also displayed in other 
changing display cases around the museum. An information board about the 																																																								
34 Thomson, interview with author, June 27, 2013. 
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Hodson Shop was positioned at the left end of the case, next to an audio 
presentation of oral history interviews. The information board read: 
 
In 1920, Edith Hodson opened a clothing and haberdashery shop at her 
home in Willenhall. She was joined in business by her sister, Flora. The 
shop closed down in the 1960s. After Flora’s death in 1983, large quantities 
of unsold stock were found in the house. They provide a valuable record of 
working women’s clothing in the twentieth century.35   
 
An interactive magnetic display board was mounted at a child-friendly height 
opposite the display case. The board allowed visitors to ‘dress up’ a mannequin in 
a range of magnetics garments from the collection (fig. 8). To the right, a large 
glass display case adjoined the display board, containing locks and various other 
metal goods manufactured within the Walsall Borough, whilst to the left of the 
board there was a low glass topped case featuring items celebrating the town’s 
plastic manufacturing and the local stainless steel company, Old Hall.  
 
A range of clear acrylic plinths and display stands were used to display 
accessories, shoes, cosmetics and jewelry items, enabling curators to create 
varying heights and depth in displays, whilst providing a subtle, secure, protective 
and inert platform upon which to rest objects. Garments were displayed on jersey 
form torsos (up to ten outfits at a time plus related accessories), with wooden 
tripod bases and neck blocks (fig. 9).36 The simplicity of these torsos can be 
considered from two different perspectives: firstly, they can be seen as a suitably 
anonymous and simple means of displaying mass produced clothing that has 
never been worn. At the same time, however, they can be considered a reflection 
of the limited level of resources available for display at Walsall Museum. Shreeve 
believed that the forms were purchased largely due to financial restraints but also 																																																								
35 Museum wall text, The Hodson Shop, 2012-2015, (Walsall: Walsall Museum). 
36 Jersey form torsos are typically polyurethane foam torsos, with smooth 
contours, similar in some respects to a tailor’s dummy. They do not have heads or 
limbs and are mounted on a wooden base, often with adjustable height. The foam 
is covered with a stretch jersey fabric sleeve that allows for additional padding to 
be inserted, ensuring the fit of garments. The foam also allows for the easy pinning 
of garments.  
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felt that they were a fitting way in which to display shop stock, referring the forms 
as ‘shop dummies’. She described the appearance of the forms as ‘refined’.37 
Whilst the forms are versatile and allow for modifications to be made in order to 
display garments from various historical periods, they are far removed from 
specialist display standards set by national museums and institutes, where there is 
a preference for period-specific mannequins (the body has been adjusted to the 
garment rather the garment adjusted to the body).38 The Kyoto Costume Institute, 
for example, has designed four ‘uniquely appropriate’ mannequins that reflect the 
fashionable body shapes of four eras from the eighteenth to early-twentieth 
century.39 It is possible that such attention to accuracy of body shape is irrelevant 
when considering the Hodson Shop Collection – the clothing was never worn, so 
to speculate about the correct shape of body would be a moot point.  
 
Indeed, there was a paradoxical element to the gallery display of the Hodson Shop 
Collection: the garments were placed upon forms representative of the human 
body even though the garments have never adorned a real human body (full 
discussion around the worn/unworn binary and the relationship between dress and 
the body is provided in chapter six). In placing the garments on a torso, embodied 
biographical traits are implied – a departure from the true biography of the items. 
The same can be said of the magnetic dress-up board. Upon a body, the garments 
become easily understandable – people wear clothes, therefore worn clothing 
“makes sense”. As Entwistle stated: ‘dress cannot be understood without 
reference to the body’.40 People expect to see museum clothing displayed in such 
a manner. Embodied garments fit comfortably within the narratives of dress and 
social history: they clearly represent what people ‘would have worn’ or clothes that 
‘were worn by’ a certain group of people (in this case, ‘working women’). There is 																																																								
37 Shreeve, interview with author, February 24, 2015. 
38 Some of the polystyrene forms at Walsall Museum have been carved by 
Shreeve in order to provide a better fit for 1920s dresses. The silhouette of the 
period had a markedly flat bust, so Shreeve carved the forms into a more period-
appropriate shape. 
39 Akiko Fukai, “Foreword,” in Fashion: The Collection of the Kyoto Costume 
Institute, A History from the 18th to the 20th Century, eds. Akiko Fukai et al, trans. 
Dominic Cheetham et al (Cologne: Taschen, 2002), 14-20. 
40 Joanne Entwistle, “Fashion and the Fleshy Body: Dress as Embodied Practice,” 
Fashion Theory 4, no. 3 (2000): 324. 
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also a tendency for museum visitors to imagine dress as worn, either on their own 
body or upon that of somebody else; Palmer describes how this tendency poses 
challenges for curators seeking to prompt ‘new ways of thinking about designs that 
visitors may not like’.41 The impact of this biographical detachment is debatable. 
After all, the information provided for visitors made the fact that the Hodson Shop 
Collection consisted of ‘unsold stock’ clear, although it is possible that museum 
visitors overlooked information boards. Indeed, McManus identifies that the mantra 
that ‘people don’t read labels’ is ‘almost part of museum folklore’. Yet McManus’ 
research indicates that museum visitors ‘read, depend upon and use exhibit 
texts’.42 The focus group conducted for this project supported this finding; 
participants had read the Hodson Shop information board and therefore thought 
that the objects displayed in the case were part of the collection.43 However, in this 
scenario the validity of the information board was problematised by the fact that 
the information was not applicable to a majority of the items displayed within the 
case at that time.44  
 
From 2011 onwards, the costume display case was not exclusively used for the 
Hodson Shop Collection or for costume, instead it was used for changing 
temporary themed exhibitions. An example was 2014’s Gaslight Gothic, which was 
comprised mainly of Victorian objects with a few garments interspersed. Jennifer 
Thomson described the display space as a ‘difficult, limited space’ and highlighted 
how the reduced display space following the closure of the E M Flint gallery in 
2011 and loss of a dedicated Hodson Shop display case had led to visitors no 
longer experiencing a ‘holistic view of the Hodson Shop Collection’.45 Yet 																																																								
41 Palmer, “Untouchable,” 32. 
42 Paulette M. McManus, “Oh, Yes, They Do: How Museum Visitors Read Labels 
and Interact with Exhibit Texts,” Curator: The Museum Journal 32, no. 3, (1989): 
174.  
43 Focus group with author. Digital recording. Walsall Museum, December 12, 
2013. 
44 At the time of the focus group (December 2013), the costume display case was 
being used for the RED! exhibition which was a chronological display of red 
dresses from Walsall Museum’s Community Costume Collection and the Hodson 
Shop Collection. Only two of the dresses on display were from the Hodson Shop 
Collection. 
45 Jennifer Thomson (Former Community History Curator, Walsall Museum 
Service). Interview by author. Digital recording. Walsall, June 27, 2013. 
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Thomson argued that the limited space had also increased the variety of costume 
displays, citing the summer 2013 exhibition of swimwear (which did not include 
any garments from the Hodson Shop Collection). 
 
To date, the last exhibition featuring the Hodson Shop Collection at Walsall 
Museum was Austerity to Prosperity (3 September 2014 – 10 January 2015). 
Here, garments from the collection were used to demonstrate the shift from 1940s 
wartime austerity to the ‘heyday for local [Black Country] businesses in the late 
1950s’.46 The costume case was used to house a display of 46 Hodson Shop 
Collection items (plus additional small accessories from the collection), whilst 
surrounding display cases showed a range of locally manufactured objects. The 
items were arranged chronologically, with early Utility items at one end of the 
case, progressing to late 1950s garments at the other. The earliest item was a 
Utility blue-grey cotton twill dress from around 1940 (HSW69 – fig. 9), the most 
recent item was a navy blue velvet and organza hat from around 1959 (HSW827). 
Garments were also arranged in coordinated colour groupings within the linear 
chronology and there was a clear visual shift from the austere cut of the 1940s to 
the exuberant femininity of the late 1950s. A 1950s Servis twin tub washing 
machine was displayed alongside a 1950s full-skirted cotton print day dress and a 
large pile of 1950s costume jewellery was displayed alongside cosmetics on a 
Perspex plinth. Interpretation labels did not refer to the Hodson Shop, although the 
permanent information panel displayed to the side of the display case served to 
provide the background to the collection. In this instance, the exhibition narratives 
of ‘life and work in Walsall Borough’ and the shift from material scarcity to 
abundance took priority over the specific biography of the items.47 The exhibition 
was part of Black Country Echoes (September – December 2014), a collaborative 
festival celebrating the region’s manufacturing heritage and ‘reputation for 
creativity and innovation’.48  																																																								
46 “Austerity to Prosperity,” Midlands What’s On, accessed February 18, 2015, 
http://www.whatsonlive.co.uk/wolverhampton-and-black-country. 
47 Exhibition poster, Austerity to Prosperity event poster, 2014, (Walsall: Walsall 
Museum).  
48 “Black Country Echoes Festival Programme,” Black Country Arts and Black 
Country Museums Partnership, accessed February 18, 2015, 
http://www.blackcountryechoes.org.uk. 
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The final example of an exhibition consisting entirely of the Hodson Shop 
Collection was 2012’s The Hodson Shop, in which the costume case was filled 
with a broad array of items from the collection. The display, curated by Shreeve, 
included women’s and children’s garments, fashion accessories, household items, 
haberdashery and home furnishings. It was intended to provide an overview of the 
contents and scale of the collection and to mark the start of the present research 
project. This exhibition provided a biographically accurate account of the collection 
(even though garments were displayed on forms) – the nature of the collection as 
unsold shop stock was apparent in both the name of the exhibition and the 
narrative of the display itself. 
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Figure 8: Image by author, Magnetic "Dress-Up" Display Board in Walsall Museum's Changing Face of 
Walsall Gallery. 2012, digital colour photograph. From author's own collection. 
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Figure 9: Image by author, Utility Suit (HSW70) and Dress (HSW69) Being Prepared for Display, Mounted on 
Jersey Forms. 2014, digital colour photograph. From author’s collection. 
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Loaned Items – The Locksmith’s House 
 
In addition to display within Walsall Museum, items from the Hodson Shop 
Collection have also been loaned to other museums for display. This practice 
began as soon as the museum first acquired the collection in 1993. There is a an 
agreement in place that items will be provided for display at the Locksmith’s 
House, owned by the Black Country Living Museum and UK museums may also 
approach Walsall Museum to borrow items for exhibition. In February 2015, a 
small number of 1940s items were on display at the Locksmith’s House, as part of 
a programme of displays based on the clothing of particular decades. At the time 
of writing, these displays are changed approximately every twelve months. The 
items are displayed within a wood and glass display case in the room that housed 
the Hodson Shop (fig. 10). This case is one of those built for the earliest display of 
the Hodson Shop Collection in the office of the Lock Museum in the 1980s. It was 
moved downstairs following the Black Country Museum’s acquisition and 
refurbishment of the Lock Museum in 2003.49 Corsets and haberdashery items are 
also on display in ‘the shop’, arranged on Perspex-fronted shelves and cabinets, 
arranged either side of the chimneybreast, intended to replicate historical shop 
fittings. Shreeve explained that these cases are very tricky to open in order to 
change displays, so the objects within are largely a static display.50 The displays 
are orderly and uncluttered (fig. 11) with an information board about the shop 
mounted above the fireplace. Such attempts to recreate the shop can be viewed 
as problematic as the displays are a departure from what photographs (taken in 
1983, fig. 12) of the shop reveal about the layout and nature of fittings. There is 
also the tidiness and spaciousness of the displays to consider – oral history 
accounts and the 1983 images all suggest that the shop was far from tidy. 
Margaret Anslow (b. 1923) described the shop was ‘absolutely crammed with stuff’ 
whilst Malcolm Lister (b. 1930) recalled that ‘the shop was a conglomerate of stuff 
- you've never seen so much stuff, piled high’ and described the clutter as ‘a 
tremendous fire hazard’.51 It is obvious that a truly accurate recreation of the shop 
would be impossible and also perhaps not a safe or pleasant environment for 																																																								
49 Shreeve, interview with author, February 24, 2015. 
50 Ibid. 
51 Joyce Hammond, A Summary of the Oral Evidence of the Hodson Shop 
(Walsall: Walsall Mmuseum, 1998). 
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visitors. It could be argued that the present ‘recreation’ and display is 
biographically inaccurate – placing the garments and objects within a false 
environment that could easily be misinterpreted by visitors as an accurate 
recreation. Yet the information board features a reproduction of fig. 12, which 
acknowledges the conditions in which the shop was discovered and makes 
differences apparent.  
 
Whilst technically ‘on display’, highly restricted opening hours meant that members 
of the public were allowed into the Locksmith’s House only six days in 2014. This 
suggests that ‘on display’ does not always guarantee visibility and how display can 
sometimes closely resemble storage.  
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Figure 10: Image by author, Hodson Shop Collection Display Case at the Locksmith's House. 2015, digital 
colour photograph. From author's collection. 
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Figure 11: Image by author, Alcove Display Shelving at the Locksmith's House. 2015, digital colour 
photograph. From author's collection. 
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Figure 12: Mike Lewis, Shelving Inside the Hodson Draper's Shop. 1983, black and white 
photographic print, 6 x 8 cm, Walsall Museum Service, Walsall. 
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Loaned Items – The Herbert Art Gallery and Museum, Coventry 
 
In 2013, three Hodson Shop Collection dresses were leant by Walsall Museum to 
The Herbert Art Gallery and Museum, Coventry for their costume exhibition 
Keeping Up Appearances: Fashion Through Two World Wars (21 September 2013 
– 5 January 2014). According to the curator, the exhibition: 
 
…looked at how women’s fashion changed from 1900 to 1959 and how this 
reflected and related to women’s changing role in society. This charted the 
change from ‘angel of the home’, working through two world wars and the 
increasing double burden of paid employment and housework.52 
  
The loan was motivated by what Ali Wells, Keeper of Collections described as 
‘gaps’ in The Herbert’s own costume collection – the dresses were considered an 
important part of the story ‘of women’s fashion from 1900 to 1959’.53 A 1920s day 
dress (HSW014 – fig. 13) and a simple 1930s tub frock (HSW045 – fig. 14) were 
loaned and displayed at The Herbert. Another 1930s tub frock (HSW042) was 
leant from Walsall Museum for ‘the exhibition’s tour to Oxfordshire Museum in 
Woodstock’ where the exhibition was displayed 13 January 2015 – 12 April 
2015.54  
 
The garments were displayed on mannequins, each with an accompanying 
information label that stated ‘on loan from Walsall Museum Service’, although no 
reference was made to the Hodson Shop Collection. Instead, attention was 
focused on the garment’s significance within the narrative of the exhibition. The 
following information was exhibited alongside the 1920s day dress (HSW014): 
 
This dress has a straight, loose style and a low waist to create the boyish 
silhouette that was typical of the 1920s. During the first half of the decade 
																																																								
52 Ali Wells, email message to author, February 17, 2015. 
53 Ibid. 
54 Wells, February 17, 2015. A tub frock was a simple 1920s/1930s cotton dress 
that required little special treatment when washing so could be washed in the tub 
with the majority of the week’s laundry. 
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skirts became shorter and by 1925 they had reached the knees. 
Fashionable women were showing bare legs for the first time.55  
 
As visible in fig. 13, photographs from The Herbert’s own collection, accompanied 
the text, showing two young women wearing a similar ‘boyish’ style of dress during 
the 1920s. This use of the Hodson Shop Collection suggests that garment 
biographies can be obscured by the context and narrative within which they are 
displayed. The loaned garments were effectively detached from their biography 
and decontextualised to fit a narrative related, though distinct, to their own. Wells 
explained how the tub frocks were used to tell the ‘story of practical women’s 
fashion in the 1930s, and the fashion of everyday women’ whilst the 1920s day 
dress was used to represent a ‘more robust garment than those in the Herbert 
collection’. Wells highlighted the significance of the dress in ‘showing everyday 
daytime fashions’.56 The everydayness of the garments was the biographical 
characteristic that remained intact, whilst the unworn aspect (and the story of the 
Hodson Shop) was not mentioned. 10,800 people visited the exhibition at The 
Herbert over the course of 16 weeks.57  
 
The garments were displayed on jersey forms, as they were at Walsall Museum, 
although there was no glass between the viewer and garments. A low rope was 
used to demarcate the display area and viewer walkway. Plinths were used to 
provide height for certain garments. HSW045 was displayed next to a washing 
dolly and metal tub frock (fig. 14), emphasizing its function as practical clothing for 
housework. There is a parallel here with the Servis twin-tub used in the Walsall 
Museum Austerity to Prosperity exhibition – the reoccurrence of objects 
associated with domestic labour can perhaps be considered as evidence of the 
collection’s association with a gendered domestic sphere, one associated with 
labour, not consumer culture or leisure.. 
																																																								
55 Exhibition label for day dress HSW014, Keeping Up Appearances: Fashion 
Through Two World Wars, 21 September 2013 – 5 January 2014, (Coventry: The 
Herbert Art Gallery and Museum). 
56 Wells, email to author, February 17, 2015. 
57 Ibid. 
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Figure 13: The Herbert Museum and Art Gallery, 1920s Day Dress, HSW014 – Displayed 
as Part of Keeping Up Appearances Exhibition, The Herbert. 2013.  Digital colour 
photograph, Culture Coventry and Walsall Museum Service. 
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Figure 14: The Herbert Museum and Art Gallery, 1930s Tub Frock HSW045 - Displayed as Part 
of Keeping Up Appearances Exhibition, The Herbert. 2013. Digital colour photograph, Culture 
Coventry and Walsall Museum Service 
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Parts of the Hodson Shop Collection have also been used for community display – 
typically by Walsall Museum or an affiliated individual, outside the conventional 
museum setting. Such displays are typically makeshift and informal; items are 
displayed on tables and no glass separates the public from the items and, in 
certain cases members, of the public may be able to touch and interact with the 
objects. Examples of community display include a January 2013 pop-up exhibition 
held within an empty shop in Walsall’s Saddlers Shopping Centre as part of an 
initiative run by Walsall College where a pair of shoes and 1920s day dress were 
displayed amongst other items from the Community Costume Collection. This 
small exhibition was a return to a retail context for the items that, however, was not 
highlighted. Items including a 1930s rayon floral day dress, underwear, 
headscarves, shoes and a 1940s apron were displayed at a University of 
Wolverhampton research celebration event in September 2014. Haberdashery 
items from the collection were displayed at a Centre for the History of Retailing 
and Distribution (CHORD) workshop in June 2015, shortly after the closure of 
Walsall Museum.  
 
 
Storage in 2016 
 
At the time of writing, the Hodson Shop Collection is stored at the Walsall Museum 
Service storage facility, which is an industrial warehouse unit on a trading estate 
located on Queen Street, Darlaston – approximately three-and-a-half miles east 
from Walsall Museum and one-and-a-half miles from the Locksmith’s House. All 
tems were moved to this location in 2006. The store houses the collections of both 
Walsall Museum and Walsall Leather Museum. Items are stored on Longspan 
racking – an adjustable form of shelving commonly used in museum and archival 
storage as shown in fig. 15. Costume items are either stored hanging and covered 
with protective calico or folded in specialist storage boxes stacked on the racking 
shelves. Women’s dresses and coats tend to be hung whilst other garments 
(including beaded or knitted items, which are prone to stretching and becoming 
misshapen when hung) are boxed. Hodson Shop Collection cosmetics, 
accessories, haberdashery, children’s wear and household items are also boxed. 
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In most cases, numerous items share a box, with each individual item wrapped in 
acid-free tissue paper or with garments laid flat, with a layer of tissue between 
each garment (fig. 16). Shoes are placed in pairs, wrapped in tissue and, where 
necessary, padded with tissue within specialist shoeboxes. The boxes used are 
not all specialist acid-free archival boxes. Shreeve explained that: 
 
The Hodson Shop has got a collection, you notice, of grey boxes and brown 
boxes. The grey boxes are the conservation correct ones and the brown 
ones are just the ones that we could afford, y’know?  It was just the ones 
that we usually used.58  
 
Each box has a label that provides the range of catalogue numbers contained 
within as well as a description of the boxes contents, such as: ‘V-Necked 
Cardigans and Jackets HSW250 to 264’ (fig. 19). It was intended that these boxes 
were to be arranged in chronological order, following the order of the collection 
catalogue however the order is prone to be disrupted when boxes are moved in 
order to access items. Objects are wrapped in tissue that has the catalogue 
number written in archival ink (fig. 20). Garments have fabric labels typically 
stitched into the neck again bearing the catalogue number. In cases where original 
packaging has survived, attempts have been made to keep the item and 
packaging together, with both the inner item and outer packaging wrapped in 
tissue. A copy of the catalogue and catalogue cards are available alongside the 
collection. 
 
Hodson Shop Collection dresses have a dedicated rail (fig. 17), Between 80-100 
dresses were hung on wooden hangers, with garments arranged according to age 
(fig. 18), on an approximately two metre-wide moveable metal rail. This space fell 
short of ideal conditions for hanging storage for the number of twentieth century 
garments per metre stated in the Museum and Galleries Commission Illustrated 
Guide to the Care of Costume and Textile Collections.59 A protective calico cloth 
was draped over the rail to reduce light exposure and prevent dust settling upon 																																																								
58 Shreeve, interview with author, February 24, 2015. 
59 Jane Robinson and Tuula Pardoe, Illustrated Guide to the Care of Costume and 
Textile Collections (London: Museum and Galleries Commission, 2000), 24. 
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the garments. Some, though not all, dresses had hand-made padded hangers. 
These storage conditions, whilst a vast improvement on the plastic sacks and 
grocery boxes used at 54 New Road and the cramped and impractical store at 
Leve Lane, were far from the Museum and Galleries Commission’s 1998 
guidelines for costume storage, which stated each hanging garments should have 
its own unbleached calico or archival quality Tyvek cover.60 
 
The means and methods of storing the collection both create and prevent the 
accumulation biographical information upon the surfaces of objects and garments 
from the Hodson Shop Collection. The additions of fabric labels are an obvious 
example of how cataloguing and storage alters the surface of a garment – even if 
measures are taken to minimize damage. If it were seen outside the museum 
context, the label would provide evidence that the item once resided in a museum 
and also perhaps imply that the item held high status. Storage conditions are 
designed with a dual purpose in mind: firstly, to stop further degradation of items 
and effectively freeze the surface biography of the object at its point of 
accessioning and secondly, with taxonomic considerations in mind. The items 
exist in an artificial ordered state of arrested development, largely protected from 
the environment around them yet still subject to the inevitable degrading effects of 
time.61  
 
  
																																																								
60 Museums and Galleries Commission, Standards in the Museum Care of 
Costume and Textile Collections (London: Museums and Galleries Commission, 
1998), 43. 
61 See also: Margaret Ponsonby, “Towards an interpretation of textiles in the 
provincial domestic interior: three homes in the West Midlands, 1780-1848,” 
Textile History 38, no. 2 (2007): 165-178. 
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Figure 15: Image by author, Storage Racking at Walsall Museum's Queen Street Store. 2014, 
digital colour photograph. From author’s collection. 
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Figure 3 Figure 16: Image by author, Boxed Aprons From the Hodson Shop Collection, Packaged Between Sheets 
of Acid Free Tissue Paper. 2011, digital colour photograph. From author's collection. 
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Figure 17: Image by author, Hodson Shop Collection Dress Hanging Rail. 2011. digital colour photograph. 
From author’s collection. 
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Figure 18: Image by author, Detail of Stored Hodson Shop Collection Dresses, Hanging in Chronological 
Order. 2011, digital colour photograph. From author's collection. 
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Figure 19: Image by author, Hodson Shop Collection Storage Boxes at Queen Street Store. 2011, digital 
colour photograph. From author's collection. 
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Figure 20: Image by author, Detail of Storage Packaging of a 1940s Bra - Showing Item Number Written on Acid 
Free Tissue Paper. 2011, digital colour photograph. From author's collection. 
	 188 
The Future for the Collection’s Display and Storage 
 
As detailed in chapter three, Walsall Museum closed to the public on 31 March 
2015. Following the closure, much uncertainty remains regarding the future display 
and storage of the Hodson Shop Collection. The proposed Heritage Centre project 
would provide a display space for the collection, although how much space and 
prominence the collection would be granted is, as yet, unclear. 
 
Temporary Community History Curator Jane Hubbard’s opinions upon the co-
location plan were largely positive, emphasizing the shared benefits of 
‘integration’. Notably, the joint display of artefacts (from Walsall Museum) and 
documents (from the borough’s archives) was cited as a ‘brave’ and innovative 
exhibition practice that could be encouraged by the shared premises. The centre 
was presented as a ‘one-stop-shop’ for Walsall history where people could access 
all of the heritage information they required in one location. Hubbard also 
emphasised the cost benefits for the council in terms of reduced staffing, 
infrastructure and accommodation costs. Yet there were some concerns about the 
plan – Hubbard described the location ‘back next to the ring road’ as ‘not great’ 
and flagged up issues around the duration of displays when working with both 
museum artefacts and archival documents. The main risk to the project identified 
was the Leather Museum’s role in the integration process: 
 
The danger to the project is the level to which the Leather Museum 
probably would want its own identity and that might compromise that 
integration because it is already on the site.62 
 
The Hodson Shop Collection may also play a role in securing funding for the 
Heritage Centre due to the large scale of the collection and its local significance. 
Because of the amount of funding being requested from the HLF, the application 
will need to be assessed by the HLF National Committee. Hubbard stated that 
Walsall will ‘have to fight for its place amongst the rest’ and may well find itself 																																																								
62 Jane Hubbard, (Temporary community history curator, Walsall Museum 
Service), interview with the author. Digital recording. Walsall Museum, April 9, 
2015. 
	 189 
being assessed by a ‘London orientated committee’ with little knowledge of 
Walsall.63  Whilst the collection’s previous Designation applications have been 
unsuccessful, presenting the Hodson Shop Collection as a nationally significant 
collection may well aid the application.  
 
The Heritage Centre remains hypothetical (although the council’s statement of 
commitment to the project indicates that it is likely to happen providing the funding 
can be secured). Should the plan not come to fruition, the Hodson Shop Collection 
and the museum’s other collections would remain entirely in storage and only be 
accessible to the public for study visits. Hubbard ruled out any disposal of the 
collection, although she acknowledged that some other museums have taken this 
route following closure: 
 
…they’ll [the collections] be safely looked after, they won’t be disposed off 
and that’s very important in these times because a lot of museums are 
disposing of collections. And if the museum is no longer, then there is a 
good argument that you shouldn’t have the collection but of course it would 
be terrible to dispose of the town’s history.64  
 
An alternative to conventional gallery display is provided by temporary ‘pop-up’ 
exhibitions, such as that installed at Walsall Leather Museum in July 2015. Four 
outfits from the Hodson Shop were displayed in a static display case, alongside 
various other exhibits drawn from the Changing Face of Walsall Gallery – a 
miniature version of Walsall Museum was created in two small rooms, with 
accompanying interpretive text panels. An option may be that the store comes to 
the fore in the future display of the collection, with the public visiting the store to 
view collections and through events such as open days.65 Such events have 
																																																								
63 Ibid. 
64 Ibid. 
65 A successful example of this approach is the Heritage Open Days initiative. 
Birmingham Museums Collection Centre participated in 2015. 842 people visited 
the store on September 12 and the centre organises open afternoons on the last 
Friday of every month. Hannah Carroll (Marketing Officer, Birmingham Museums), 
Twitter post, September 12, 2015, 4:24p.m., http://twitter.com/hannahecarroll.; 
“Museum Collection Centre,” Birmingham Museums, accessed November 20, 
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become increasingly common, perhaps following on from recommendations made 
in the 2008 report Museums for the People that stated: 
 
Museums should recognise that their collections are public resources and 
hence that they have an obligation to make them publicly available. There is 
increasing public demand for access to collections.66   
The research, carried out by UCL, prompted ‘two one-day Museum Association 
conferences on using stored collections’ and a report by the Local Government 
Association encouraging local authority museums to make greater use of stored 
collections.67 Some steps towards improving visitor access to the Walsall Museum 
store are being taken, including welcoming groups of students from the University 
of Wolverhampton and improved research resources at the Queen Street store.  
In October 2015 Lister was not aware of any additional funding allocated for 
improved storage conditions for the Hodson Shop Collection within the Heritage 
Centre plans, although the collection’s archival documents may benefit from 
proposals for environmentally controlled store facilities proposed for Walsall’s town 
archives. Current environment monitoring measures within the store are basic: 
three Tinytag data loggers to monitor temperature and a lux monitor for lighting 
spot-checks. Lack of resources mean that very limited actions can be taken based 
on this monitoring, other than recording it with a view to using it to help secure 
future funding.68 
 
Conclusion 
 
The storage and display history of the Hodson Shop Collection is one of ongoing 
compromise, in which financial constraints have dictated the conditions and ways 
in which the collection has been (and still is) kept. The changes affecting the 																																																																																																																																																																							
2015, http://www.birminghammuseums.org.uk/collection/museum-collection-
centre. 
66 Keene, Stevenson and Monti, Collections for People, 4. 
67 “Collections for People,” last modified October 12, 2015, 
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/storedcollections.  
68 Catherine Lister, email message to author, October 22, 2015. 
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various organisations that the collection came into contact with, as outlined in 
chapter three, have had impact upon storage and display. Shreeve repeatedly 
advocated improvements in storage and display yet, whilst some of these 
improvements were made, the museum did not implement all of her suggestions. 
The ‘aspirational’ standards detailed by the Museums and Galleries Council in 
1998 have largely remained aspirational for Walsall Museum. Display 
opportunities have reduced since the early-twenty-first century and reached their 
nadir following the closure of Walsall Museum in March 2015.  
 
Given the size of the collection (over 5,000 items) it is inevitable that at any one 
point almost its entirety should be in storage. This pattern is common within 
museums, where a significant majority of items remain in storage. When this is 
combined with the conservation and preservation perspective that positions 
storage as preferable for prolonging the life of an object, the display/storage binary 
in which display is prioritised is challenged, although museum professionals 
responsible for caring for objects, such as Lister, are those most likely to prioritise 
of the preservation and conservation benefits of storage. As more museums face 
closure, the store may by necessity become a space of display, albeit a modified 
form of display in which storage conditions are maintained. Certain items, such as 
the collection’s dresses, have been displayed more regularly than other non-
clothing items, such as domestic cleaning products or sanitary items. 
 
Given the uncertainty over Walsall Museum’s future, it follows that the future of the 
Hodson Shop Collection is also uncertain, yet it is clear that it will remain in one of 
two states: either partially displayed yet mainly in storage or entirely stored. It is 
unlikely that display opportunities for the collection will increase, even if the 
Heritage Centre proposal comes to fruition. In November 2015, the collection is at 
a crucial biographical junction – the outcome is in the hands of funding bodies and 
local government decision makers. There is no doubt that storage would be 
beneficial to the garments and objects, although it is also inevitable that decay and 
degradation will continue regardless of whether the collection is exposed to the 
light of day, especially if no further investment is made in storage conditions. All 
object biographies ultimately conclude with the obliteration of the object. Whilst 
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commodities can be renewed and replaced, commodity status is dependent upon 
time and place.  
 
Whilst the collection has not been worn (as considered in the following chapter), 
storage conditions have had an impact upon the collection’s surface biography. 
Items stored in the acid-free storage boxes will be better preserved than those in 
the basic archival boxes; indeed, such a difference may even extend or curtail the 
lifespan of the item. It is also possible (though impossible to measure) that the 
time spent in storage in the less than ideal conditions at the Lock Smith’s House 
and, later, at Leve Lane have influenced the item biographies – each location will 
have left their imprint upon the surface of the items, though this will be 
indistinguishable and perhaps invisible. The surface condition of the collection will 
be examined in chapter eight.
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Chapter Six: The Collection as ‘Unworn’ 
 
 
The Hodson Shop Collection is unsold shop stock, therefore being ‘unworn’ is a 
widely acknowledged defining characteristic of the collection, both in terms of what 
makes it significant and of what can be considered part of the collection. It is a trait 
that makes the collection unusual, if not entirely unique, within fashion history and 
museums. Worn and unworn are considered a binary opposition in which a 
garment can be either/or, yet the axiological outcome of this binary shifts 
according the context in which the garment is found. Within academic discourse, 
great value has been placed on the process of bodily wear. The connection 
between clothing and the body has been central in recent discussion around 
clothing, fashion and dress history. Craik states that ‘bodies and clothes exist in a 
symbiotic relationship’ in which ‘clothes are activated by the wearing of them just 
as bodies are actualised by the clothes they wear’.1 The process of bodily ‘wear’ is 
an essential element of this relationship and in interpreting and constructing 
meaning and value of garments within both museums and academic study. In 
2000 Entwistle’s ‘Fashion and the Fleshy Body’ marked a turning point away from 
approaches that framed bodies as ‘self evidently dressed’ or assumed clothes 
could ‘stand up on their own’ and communicate without the need for a bodily 
intermediary.2  
 
This chapter considers the binary opposition of worn/unworn in realtion with the 
Hodson Shop Collection and examines ways in which the collection challenges 
and potentially destabilises this pairing. It also assesses the impact of the 
collection’s unworn status on how it is interpreted and valued. It explores the ways 
in which the worn/unworn binary manifests in the various spaces in which the 
Hodson Shop Collection has resided: the retail and museum space. A third space 
is also considered - although this space is, by its nature, obscured - the space in 																																																								
1 Jennifer Craik, The Face of Fashion: Cultural Studies in Fashion (London: 
Routledge, 1993), 16. 
2 Joanne Entwistle, “Fashion and the Fleshy Body: Dress As Embodied Practice,” 
Fashion Theory 4, no. 4 (2000): 326. 
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which the items were left following the closure of the shop and until they were 
disturbed/discovered in 1983. Whilst the physical structure of this space was the 
same as the retail space, its function shifted from retail to storage once the shop 
closed.  
 
As stated in the Introduction, clothing in museums is generally a mixture of worn 
items donated by the wearer or their family and unworn garments, typically 
samples donated by designers or retailers or, as in the case of the Hodson Shop 
Collection, large accumulations of unsold mass-produced stock.3 In some cases, 
individuals acquire unworn/unused items over a number of years and these are 
passed on to a museum following their death. An example of this kind of ‘hoarded’ 
or ‘accumulated’ collection are the possessions of Kathleen B. Vance Falls that 
were donated, in part, to the Museum of London following her death.4 Vance Falls 
had accumulated thousands of items during the period between 1895 and 1919, 
ordered from mail order catalogues, including 4,000 pairs of knickers, 4,000 slips, 
4,000 nightgowns and 5,000-6,000 yards of mending silks. Items were packed 
away and left untouched between 1919 and Vance Falls’ death in 1972.5 There 
are clear parallels between this hoarded collection and the Hodson Shop 
Collection as the items within the collection were kept well beyond the point at 
which there was an intention for them to be sold.  
 
Consideration is given in this chapter to exhibitions featuring worn and unworn 
clothing. Object-based case studies are used to show how ideas around bodily 
contact, use and wear influence the museum life, interpretation and understanding 
of the collection, while interview responses show how museum visitors respond to 
unworn clothing within the museum settings. 
 																																																								
3 Museum collections of corsets and underwear often heavily feature unsold stock. 
Ingrid Mida and Alexandra Kim, Dress Detective: A Practical Guide to Object-
Based Research in Fashion (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2015), Kindle 
edition. 
4 For further discussion around the distinctions between hoarding and 
accumulating, see: 
Russell W. Belk, “Collectors and Collecting,” in Interpreting Objects and 
Collections, ed. Susan M. Pearce (London: Routledge, 1994), 317-326. 
5 Beatrice Behlen, email message to author, July 10, 2015. 
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The first section examines the worn/unworn binary and considers the balance of 
this pairing within museums and academic study. With so much academic and 
curatorial attention being paid to interactions between clothing and the body, it is 
necessary to develop an understanding of what exactly constitutes ‘wear’ and, in 
turn, build an understanding of the attitudes and critiques directed towards clothing 
that has not been involved in this interaction. The majority of clothing found in 
museums and studied by dress historians has been worn. Also, evidence of wear 
is considered, in certain environments, to add value and status to a garment.6 This 
makes ‘wear’ a logical starting point from which to progress to building a definition 
of the ‘unworn’. The 2013-14 Somerset House exhibition Isabella Blow: Fashion 
Galore! is considered as an example of how worn (and often damaged) clothing 
has been valued, handled and utilised within a gallery space.7 A case study of a 
green suit from Walsall Museum’s Community Costume Collection – a dress and 
jacket combination found at 54 New Road that is believed to have been worn by 
Edith or Flora Hodson – is used to how the presence or lack of evidence of wear 
can be used to define what is, and isn’t, part of the collection. Having established a 
clear understanding of the worn, the chapter progresses to its antonym, the 
unworn. This section closes with a case study of a pair blue slippers - 1920s 
synthetic leather house slippers from the Hodson Shop Collection which highlights 
the difficulties of delineating where unworn and worn start and end. 
 
The final section considers the worn/unworn binary within the retail space. Vintage 
and second hand retailing are considered, alongside retailing classifications such 
as ‘deadstock’ and ‘new old stock’. These terms exist outside the discourse of 
fashion history and the value system of museums and instead place the Hodson 
Shop Collection within the realm of the commodity, detached from the arguable 
fetishisation of wear. The final case study considers a set of feather ‘mock wings’. 
This item has price tags and a traceable ‘commodity journey’, evidenced through 
the Hodson Shop archive, making its status as deadstock clear. Yet it also holds 																																																								
6 The value and status is dependent upon numerous factors such as the status of 
the wearer, the nature of the garment and the realm within which the garment is 
being valued (e.g. a museum versus a charity shop). It is significant to note that 
evidence of wear can also lower the value and status of items. 
7 “Isabella Blow: Fashion Galore!“ Somerset House, London. 20 November 2013 - 
2 March 2014. 
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potential to reinforce some of the emotive qualities of unworn clothing resultant of 
the worn/unworn binary.  
 
 
The Nature of the Worn/Unworn Binary: 
 
The worn refers to garments that have experienced the process of wear – 
garments that have been used to dress a body. The relationship between the 
garment and the body has recently become central to discussion within fashion 
theory and history, with Entwistle and Wilson declaring that ‘dress is a fleshy 
practice’.8 Cavallaro and Warwick describe the ‘rampant popularity of the 
corporeal’9, whilst Entwistle makes the ‘obvious and prominent’ statement that 
‘human bodies are dressed bodies’.10 Clothing and the body are inextricably 
entwined. Yet the nature of this entwinement is the subject of much debate: it can 
be interpreted in terms of semiotics – the construction of a codified language of 
representation or, as Cavallaro and Warwick state, in terms of psychological 
boundaries between the self and the other, a  ‘daily reminder of our dependence 
on margins and boundaries for the purposes of self-construction’.11 The debate 
around dress and the body is one with no clear-cut outcome. As Cavallaro and 
Warwick suggest, when it comes to dress there is no absolute definition of 
consensual truth.12 
 
This shift towards the corporeal was an attempt to address a perceived imbalance 
in which clothing was interpreted in disembodied/unworn terms. Entwistle identifies 
an earlier focus upon the ‘communicative aspects of adornment’ and its 
spectacular elements, as opposed to the mundane reality of dress: 
 
																																																								
8 Joanne Entwistle and Elizabeth Wilson, “Introduction: Body Dressing,” in Body 
Dressing, eds. Joanna Entwistle and Elizabeth Wilson, (Oxford: Berg, 2001), 4. 
9 Alexandra Warwick and Dani Cavallaro, Fashioning the Frame: Boundaries, 
Dress and the Body, (Oxford: Berg, 1998), 2.   
10 Joanne Entwistle, The Fashioned Body: Fashion, Dress and Modern Social 
Theory, (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2000), 6. 
11 Warwick and Cavallaro, Fashioning the Frame. 
12 Ibid. 
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Either the body is thought to be self-evidently dressed (and therefore 
beyond discussion) or the clothes are assumed to stand up on their own, 
possibly even speaking for themselves without the aid of the body.13 
 
The act of selection and ownership, which the Hodson Shop Collection bypassed, 
is essential to being ‘worn’. The French artist, Christian Boltanski believed that 
‘used’ (as opposed to ‘worn’) clothes possessed a beauty related to their 
attachment to ‘somebody’, yet this beauty was lost at the point of detachment from 
that body: 
 
Somebody has actually chosen them, loved them, but the life in them is 
now dead. Exhibiting them in a show is like giving the clothes a new life – 
like resurrecting them.14  
 
The processes of living contribute to the act of wear. The body’s movements and 
natural processes that are essential in daily life (such as eating and drinking) leave 
physical evidence. Wear manifests itself in damage to the surface and 
construction of the garment, stains and smells, rips and tears, holes and fraying, 
as will be considered in chapter eight. In some cases this ‘damage’ can take on a 
favourable aspect, such as a shoe stretching and moulding to comfortably 
accommodate a wearer’s foot or a t-shirt becoming impregnated with a scent 
reminiscent of a loved one. It is undeniable that the body is a destructive force; it 
hastens the garment’s journey towards obliteration. This destruction is not without 
romance. Some dress historians and museum professionals display reverence 
towards worn dress, valuing every crease and stain. A link to a body serves a 
practical historical purpose; the provenance of the garment is clear and the story 
of the wearer becomes part of the history of the garment. The evidence of wear 
can also seduce the historian, becoming a captivating addition to a garment that 
																																																								
13 Entwistle, “Fashion and the Fleshy Body,” 326.  
14 Didier Semin, Tamar Garb and Donald Kuspit, Christian Boltanski, (London: 
Phaidon Press, 1997), 19. 
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provides a link to the past. De la Haye described these physical manifestations of 
wear as tangible evidence of a ‘life lived’.15  
 
As soon as a garment is placed upon a body, its status shifts from ‘unworn’ to 
‘worn’; thus the worn/unworn binary is established. It can be argued that wear is a 
means of providing a voice to otherwise inanimate items and, in keeping with 
classical philosophical thinking, the voice is prioritised over all other forms of 
communication. The mute unworn is subservient to the vocal worn. Yet this binary 
is complicated by the existence of gradations of wear, garments are regularly ‘tried 
on’ – briefly placed upon a body - within the retail environment, a garment can be 
worn once then be left hanging in a wardrobe whilst other garments are worn to 
destruction. Would an otherwise ‘brand new’ item of clothing be considered ‘worn’ 
if it had only experienced bodily contact within the confines of a fitting room? The 
make up smears found on white collars, the jammed zippers, the slightly 
stretched-out shoes - each provide evidence of a previous wearer, yet the 
presence of swing tickets and security tags attest to an illusion of newness, an 
illusion which will be considered in the second case study of this chapter: ‘The 
Blue Slippers’. Further ambiguity is raised by how the two parts of the binary are 
valued in different contexts and by the individual: a torn dress can serve as 
tangible evidence in a museum yet it would most likely be offputting and 
undesirable in the retail setting. 
 
This tangible evidence of life comes in the form of marks upon the surface of the 
garment; the physical qualities of the fabric are in some way changed, be it 
through rips, creases or soiling. Kelley described these changes as ‘histories’ that 
are ‘inscribed directly upon their surfaces’. Such ‘histories’ may be the results of 
‘influences from without (the world around) and within (the body of the wearer)’.16 
The influences from within include ‘secreted wastes’ from the body – fluids such as 
sweat and blood.17 How such secretions are interpreted varies according to the 																																																								
15 Amy de la Haye, “Objects of a Passion: Professorial Lecture” (lecture, London 
College of Fashion, February 19, 2013). 
16 Victoria Kelley, “The Interpretation of Surface: Boundaries, Systems and Their 
Transgression in Clothing and Domestic Textiles, c.1880-1939,” Textile 7, no. 2 
(2009): 219. 
17 Ibid., 225. 
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context in which a person comes into contact with a garment. According to Palmer 
and Clark, they act as a pleasant and poetic reminder of the ‘presence or aura of a 
former wearer’ when featured in costume and fashion exhibitions.18 At the same 
time, these very same secretions could be interpreted in a far more negative light 
on the charity or vintage shop floor, where the value of clothing is ‘always 
mediated by condition’.19 The Hodson Shop Collection has only, in the main, 
experienced influences from ‘without’ – their surrounding environment; the 
garments have not made bodily contact and therefore it  could be argued that they 
only possess the ‘presence or aura’ of the world around them. This perceived lack 
of a former wearer will be considered in the latter section of this chapter, whilst the 
dirt and decay of the collection will be the subject of the final chapter of this thesis.  
 
 
Worn Dress in Museums 
 
Wear is intrinsically destructive for the garment whilst playing a crucial role in 
constructing the identity of the wearer. When exhibited, worn dress acts as a 
conduit of information about the previous wearer. The clothes can: ‘help us touch 
the memories, emotions, aspirations and sensitivities of their owners’.20  
Worn clothing’s role in identity construction and individual biography is useful 
within museums, allowing curators to create compelling exhibition and display 
narratives. Pearce describes how a worn military coatee served to validate the 
personal narrative of the wearer – with tears and stains providing evidence of 
horrific injury in battle.21 Wear can provide evidence of formative experiences, 
from the spectacular (such as a battle) to the mundane (a meal) and be used in 
museums and exhibitions to reinforce the biography of the wearer, revealing 																																																								
18 Alexandra Palmer and Hazel Clark, ‘Introduction’, in Old Clothes, New Looks: 
Second Hand Fashion, ed. Alexandra Palmer and Hazel Clark (Oxford: Berg, 
2004), 3.  
19 Nicky Gregson and Louise Crewe, Second-Hand Cultures: Materialising Culture, 
(Oxford: Berg, 2003), 5. 
20 Lou Taylor, “Conclusion: The Fifth and Sixth Generations,” in A Family of 
Fashion, ed. Amy de la Haye, Lou Taylor and Eleanor Thompson (London: Philip 
Wilson Publishers, 2005), 167. 
21 Susan M. Pearce, “Objects as meaning; or narrating the past,” in Interpreting 
Objects and Collections, ed. Susan M. Pearce (London: Routledge, 1994), 20. 
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intimate glimpses of their life and personality. Stephen di Pietri, curator of a touring 
exhibition of Yves Saint Laurent garments during the 1980s, told the Sydney 
Morning Herald that he chose to exhibit only worn garments as opposed to 
samples on the grounds that: ‘somehow a dress is ‘fed’ the warmth of the body of 
the person who’s wearing it’.22 
 
An example of how worn dress’s relationship with personality has been celebrated 
within the exhibition space was provided by the Somerset House exhibition, 
Fashion Galore! (20 November 2013 – 2 March 2014) which showcased the 
wardrobe/clothing collection of the notable fashion editor and patron, Isabella 
Blow. The curator, Alistair O’Neill, chose to exhibit numerous garments showing 
signs of considerable wear. The Huffington Post review of the exhibition 
considered the display of a tattered and scuffed pair of couture Givenchy mules to 
be ‘a lovely reminder of that what Isabella loved, she wore. And wore and wore 
and wore’.23 The Guardian’s Jess Cartner-Morley wrote: 
 
When O'Neill and the curators first examined the collection, they were hit by 
a wave of Fracas – the scent that Blow always wore, and with which 
McQueen perfumed the venue for his La Dame Bleue collection after her 
death, which was dedicated to Blow. ‘There is a very physical presence of 
Isabella in these clothes,’ says O'Neill.24 
 
The physical signs of wear created a connection between the museum visitor and 
Blow herself. A woman who often took on a rarefied and spectacular persona 
became human and relatable through her scuffed (albeit couture) shoes. Yet this 
connection could be argued to be but an illusion; signs of wear being used to 
solicit an emotional response from museum visitors. There appears to be 																																																								
22 Quoted in Craik, The Face of Fashion, 16.  
23 Victoria Sadler, “Exhibition: Isabella Blow - Fashion Galore! at Somerset 
House,” Huffington Post, January 13, 2014, accessed July 15, 2014, 
http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/victoria-sadler/exhibition-isabella-blow-
_b_4577567.html. 
24 Jess Cartner-Morley, “Five Reasons to Visit Isabella Blow’s Fashion 
Retrospective,” The Guardian, November 19, 2013, accessed July 15, 2014, 
http://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2013/nov/19/isabella-blow-fashion-
journalism-exhibition-hats. 
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something inevitable and distinctly ‘everyday’ about wear which gives it this 
illusory power of connection to the wearer. 
 
Fashion Galore! provides a clear example of wear being used to create a tangible 
connection to an otherwise remote personality and shows how wear is a valuable 
tool for curators in constructing captivating exhibition narratives. The garments 
worn and, in turn, exhibited were spectacular, Givenchy mules or Philip Treacy25 
hats, as was the personality and status of the wearer (the binary of 
everyday/spectacular will be examined further in chapter seven). The garments on 
display were the opposite of those in the Hodson Shop Collection: spectacular and 
worn as opposed to everyday and unworn. 
 
There is also the matter of the role of wear in demarcating what is and what is not 
part of the collection; as mentioned above, being ‘unworn’ is a defining 
characteristic of the collection, although there are items within Walsall Museum’s 
collections that challenge this. The following case study examines an outfit 
recently accessioned into Walsall Museum’s Community Costume Collection. The 
ensemble is not part of the Hodson Shop Collection, although it is related to the 
collection, as it was worn by one of the Hodson sisters. 
 
Case Study 1: The Green Suit, WASMG : 2013.0037 
 
The green suit comprises a dress and jacket, both made in a green and pink floral 
synthetic crepe fabric. The jacket finishes just below the waist and is single 
breasted with rounded lapels and three-quarter sleeves (fig. 21). It has three 
buttons in coordinating sage-green plastic. The dress has short sleeves and a 
three-quarter-length skirt, with a distinctive square/sweetheart neckline and a 
buckle belt at the waist made from the same fabric as the dress. An enameled and 
stone-set brooch is pinned below the right-hand corner of the neckline (fig. 22). 
																																																								
25 A London-based milliner renowned for his outlandish hat designs. 
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Both the dress and jacket contain labels stating ‘44’, which is likely to be the size 
or bust measurement of the garments.26 
 
The brooch provides the first indication that the suit has been worn; it suggests 
that an individual has accessorised the garment in an attempt to personalize it. 
This suggestion of wear is reinforced by the condition of the garment. Gathers on 
the left arm have come undone and stitching in the underarm region has been 
carried out using a different colour thread to that used throughout most of the 
dress. This suggests maintenance and repair, perhaps conducted by the person 
who also wore the garment. There is also evidence of hem alteration, with the line 
of the original hem being apparent due to a clear line of creasing and dirt visible 
inside the dress. The new hem was stitched using the same colour thread as that 
used for the underarm repairs (fig. 23). There is a small hole concealed by the 
inverted pleat at the rear of the dress. The fabric in the immediate underarm region 
is discoloured, likely due to sweat (fig. 24) and there is light soiling around the 
neckline. The back of the jacket collar is also discoloured and has a smoothed, 
glossy patina on the surface, again likely due to sweat. 
 
The physical condition of the suit provides strong evidence of wear, indeed, the 
evidence of repair and alteration suggests that it was worn regularly. The style of 
the ensemble, with the three-quarter sleeves, plastic buttons, collar and neckline 
detail indicate that the outfit was made during the late-1950s or early-1960s. The 
evidence of wear is supported by a handwritten note by Sheila Shreeve that 
accompanied the suit whilst it was progressing through Walsall Museum’s 
accessioning process in 2013: 
 
 1950s green rose print dress and jacket 
This was in Miss Hodson’s wardrobe and has signs of wear. Although it 
probably came from the same warehouse as some of the shop stock, it 
does have signs of wear so I did not feel that it could be included in the 
																																																								
26 It is tricky to speculate as to the suit’s modern day equivalent size, though it is 
likely to be within the 16-22 range.  
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shopstock which is unworn. Perhaps it could go in the Comm. Hist. coll. 
with a note that it belonged to a Miss Hodson etc.27 
 
Due to the item’s clear provenance (it was found in a wardrobe) and the physical 
evidence of wear, Lister and Thomson decided that the suit would be accessioned 
into their Community History collection as Shreeve suggested. There is a note 
within the suit’s catalogue listing that makes the link to the Hodson Shop 
Collection explicit: 
 
Comment: Found in the wardrobe at 54 New Road Willenhall (The 
Locksmith's House).  Appears to have been owned by one the Misses 
Hodson and shows signs of wear.  Although it may have come from the 
same warehouse as some of the shop stock is was not added to The 
Hodson Shop Collection as it was no longer in the condition of unsold 
stock.28 
 
The suit illustrates how integral being unworn is to the identity of the Hodson Shop 
Collection. Physical signs of wear were used as grounds for the suit being 
excluded from the collection. The soiling around the neck and sleeves, evidence of 
repair and alteration and the accessorisation of the dress combined to create a 
clear case for the clothing having been worn (though the place where the dress 
was found also played a significant role in shaping the narrative of wear). The 
dress and jacket have a clear link back to the Hodson sisters, although this link is 
not without areas of uncertainty. It is unclear which sister wore the dress, though 
the large size indicates that the outfit may have belonged to Edith who was the 
larger of the sisters. Whilst evidence of wear was used on this occasion to exclude 
garments from the Hodson Shop Collection. 
 
 
																																																								
27 Sheila Shreeve, “For Accessioning?”, (Internal museum document Walsall: 
Walsall Museum, 2013), not paginated. 
28 Walsall Museum, Accession Number WASMG : 2013.0037, (Walsall: Walsall 
Museum, 2013), electronic catalogue listing. 
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Figure 21: Image by author, Green Dress Suit, 1950s (WASMG: 2013:0037) – The Hodson Shop 
Collection, Walsall Museum. 2013, digital colour photograph. From author's collection. 
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	 Figure 22: Image by author, Detail of brooch pinned to dress (WASMG:2013.0037) – The Hodson Shop 
Collection, Walsall Museum. 2013, digital colour photograph. From author's collection. 
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Figure 23: Image by Catherine Lister, Inner Hem Detail of Dress (WASMG:2013.0037) - Walsall Museum . 
2015, digital colour photograph. From author's collection. 
 
Figure 24: Image by Catherine Lister, Collar Detail of Jacket (WASMG: 2013.0037) – The Hodson Shop 
Collecion, Walsall Museum. 2015. digital colour photograph. From author's collection. 
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Unworn Dress in Museums 
 
Wilson began her 1985 work Adorned In Dreams with an evocative meditation on 
clothing detached from bodies: 
 
Clothes without a wearer, whether on a secondhand stall, in a glass case, 
or merely a lover’s garments strewn on the floor, can affect us unpleasantly, 
as if a snake had shed its skin. Similarly, a pregnant woman described how 
the little frock hanging in readiness for her as yet unborn child seemed like 
‘a ghost in reverse’.29 
 
 She described the tensions experienced upon gazing at costume within the 
museum context as ‘a sense of the uncanny’, reminiscent of human decay, fear 
and something distinctly fleeting and, arguably, the subject of morbid suspicion. 
The clothes Wilson referred to, in the main, were clothes that had previously been 
worn and had become ‘disembodied’ upon entering the museum or second hand 
retail space. The only garment that had not been worn yet possessed that same 
haunting qualities were the clothes hanging in preparation for a new baby – the 
ghosts in reverse.30 
 
This analogy is a useful, though perhaps emotive, way of framing the Hodson 
Shop Collection. All of the items within the collection can be considered, to an 
extent, as these eerie ghosts in reverse, spectres waiting to be bought, and 
brought, to life. Yet that moment never arrived and the items have been left in a 
state of limbo – folded or bundled away and unworn. No one ever actively picked 
the garments of the Hodson Shop Collection out for themselves or another 
individual. The only remotely personal link would be that formed when Edith or 
Flora Hodson selected the items from the wholesalers or manufacturers.  
 
It is possible to argue that all museum clothing is, in its current state, unworn. 
Practically all clothing within a museum is now, by necessity, detached from a 																																																								
29 Elizabeth Wilson, Adorned in Dreams: Fashion in Modernity (London: Virago 
Press Limited, 1985), 2. 
30 Ibid. 
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human body, at least in the intimate ‘being worn’ sense.31 This passage from worn 
to no longer worn is part of a wider change in function, as described by de la 
Haye: 
 
When worn clothes enter a museum they embark upon a new ‘life’ and 
serve new functions. In the process, what was once intimate can become 
can become impersonal.32 
 
However during the mid-twentieth century it was not unheard of for museum 
clothing to be worn. Anne Buck, alongside other living models, was pictured 
wearing garments from the Platt Hall collection in her series of photographic 
guides, The Gallery of English Costume Picture Books, published between 1949 
and1963. Anthea Jarvis speculated that this use of living models was the ‘lesser of 
two evils’ due to the lack of appropriate and aesthetically pleasing mannequins 
available at the time and described how Buck later decided that it was ‘not 
acceptable curatorial practice’ to wear museum clothing.33  This decision was 
reflected in new ICOM guidelines, devised during Buck’s chairmanship, issued 
during the 1980s.34 
 
Curators and conservators may well come into physical contact with these items 
but such contact will be primarily be focused upon preventing or minimising further 
evidence of ‘wear’ or human contact. Each item of museum clothing is, to borrow 
terms from Warwick and Cavallaro’s discussion of the unworn in art, ‘uninhabited’ 
and ‘empty’ clothing which must no longer be worn.35 Much as Wilson evokes the 
ghostly quality of unworn dress, Warwick and Cavallaro highlight tensions and 
																																																								
31 Some museums possess ‘handling collections’ and garments intended for 
‘dressing up’, though these are often duplicate or reproduction items that have not 
been accessioned into the main collection. 
32 Amy de la Haye, “Vogue and the V&A Vitrine,” Fashion Theory 10, no.1-2 
(2006): 136. 
33 Anthea Jarvis, “Reflections on the Development of the Study of Dress History 
and of Costume Curatorship: A Case Study of Anne Buck OBE,” Costume 43, no.1 
(2009): 134. 
34 Ibid. 
35 Warwick and Cavallaro, Fashioning the Frame, 29-31. 
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discomfort caused by observing the unworn. Unworn clothing ‘cannot be 
assimilated or rejected’ and is ‘caught in the perpetual dynamic of desire’: 
 
They are also painful images: dismembered like the separated shirts and 
dresses, they echo the uncomfortable recognition of lack and the radical 
fragmentation of the self.36 
 
Words such as ‘ghosts’ alongside suggestions of pain and dismembering suggest 
unworn clothing to be intimidating and negative. It is the subject of fear. Such 
theoretical focus on the body overshadows the fact that there are practical and 
valuable benefits, often literally attached, to unworn dress. Labels might remain 
attached, packaging may be intact and factory fold lines may exist on the surface 
of the garment. Unworn clothing has not been subjected to the destructive force of 
the body and therefore can be observed in a state as close to new possible. The 
cut and composition of the garment can be appreciated in its purest form, free 
from the distraction of wear such as those described in the case study above, 
where the hem has been adjusted to conceal the original length and repairs have 
been conducted which have obscured the intended design. Labels, tags and swing 
tickets can enable a researcher to trace the garment to its place of manufacture 
(although as the case study of the green dress has shown, this information is not 
always reliable), establishing a biography for the object prior to its entry into the 
realm of retail. Yet in an academic field so focused upon embodied dress, unworn 
clothing is often framed in terms of what it lacks. 
 
De la Haye highlighted the problems of exhibiting unworn dress in her 2013 
professorial lecture Objects of a Passion. She described the case of the 2009 
Land Girls: Cinderellas of the Soil exhibition at Brighton Museum and Art Gallery, 
where it proved difficult to trace worn examples of Land Girl uniforms, particularly 
the breeches. Instead, de la Haye took the decision to exhibit unworn surviving 
uniforms, sourcing the garments from around the world using online auction sites. 
It is significant that de la Haye found that there was a niche market for the unworn 
garments amongst collectors, enthusiasts and re-enactors. In the absence of a 																																																								
36 Ibid., 31. 
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conventional embodied life story of wear and use, the biography of the garment 
itself became the focus of the exhibition – the economic and geographical story 
behind a simple pair of breeches.37 Multiple examples of the garments were 
mounted on the walls and no mannequins were used, ensuring that the breeches 
remained disembodied. This rare analysis of exhibiting unworn dress suggests 
that curators do not often work with unworn dress (or, if they do, little consideration 
is given to its unworn nature), with the unworn presenting a challenge to their 
normal practices. It also appears that de la Haye was keen to maintain clear 
boundaries between the worn and the unworn, perhaps a matter of curatorial 
ethics and ensuring the authentic nature of the objects was communicated. 
 
Some museums may acquire unworn garments directly from manufacturers, 
particularly from companies that are based or have historical links with the 
geographical area that the museum covers. Leicestershire County Council 
Museums Service holds the archives of the high street clothing retailer Next, who 
donate a complete outfit every season in order to maintain the company archive. 
They also hold a collection of unworn corsets, manufactured between the late 
nineteenth century and the1990s, by the Market Harborough underwear company 
R. and W.H. Symington and a collection of unworn/unsold shopstock CC41 
dresses. In the case of high fashion in museums of fashion and/or decorative arts, 
unworn catwalk garments may be donated or made specifically by designers for 
inclusion in a museum’s collection or exhibition, as is the case with the Fashion 
Museum, Bath’s Dress of the Year initiative.  
 
In June 2014, the V&A acquired a pair of new black Primark cargo trousers that 
were then exhibited in the museum’s Rapid Response Collecting gallery (fig. 25).38 
Much like de la Haye’s land girl breeches, these trousers were exhibited in terms 
of the geography, ethics and economics of their manufacture, although the 
curatorial approach was arguably far more politicised. The trousers were displayed 																																																								
37 De la Haye, “Objects of a Passion.” 
38 Rapid Response Collecting is the V&A’s ‘direct response to important moments 
in the recent history of design and manufacturing’ and involves the collection of 
often-newsworthy items as quickly as possible following their rise to cultural 
relevance. Introductory exhibition wall text, Rapid Response Collecting Gallery, 
2014, (London: The V&A). 
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folded, clipped to a metal hanger (different from the black plastic hanger or folded 
pile on which they would have been found in the retail environment) against a 
galvanised backdrop and behind glass. Their label was intact and prominent, 
highlighting the fact that the garment was unworn. The trousers were 
accompanied by an image of the Rana Plaza clothing factory collapse and an 
image of a ‘Slim Fit’ Primark swing ticket amongst the rubble. These trousers 
shared two of the characteristics of the Hodson Shop Collection, being both 
unworn and everyday clothing yet the reasons for their inclusion within the V&A’s 
collection were far removed from these features. The interpretation board 
alongside the item read as follows: 
  
On 24 April 2013, the Rana Plaza building in Dhaka, Bangladesh collapsed, 
killing 1133 workers and injuring thousands more. Pairs of cargo trousers 
like this were manufactured there for British retailers like Primark.39 
																																																								
39 Exhibition text for Cargo Trousers – 20.06.2013, Rapid Response Collecting 
Gallery, 2014, (London: The V&A). 
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Figure 25: The V&A, Primark Cargo Trousers 20.06.2013 - Displayed in the Rapid Response Collecting 
Gallery, The V&A. 2014, digital colour photograph. Image from author's collection. 
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It is incorrect to consider unworn clothing as clothing free from all bodily contact. 
The Hodson Shop Collection may have never been worn yet it has made contact 
with bodies. There are the hands of the factory workers who stitched and 
packaged items (as, in a sense, wasn memorialised by the V&A’s Primark cargo 
trousers), the wholesalers who distributed the stock and finally, the hands of Edith 
and Flora Hodson. Jedrzejewska describes how ‘new’ objects contain not only 
material characteristics but also ‘”human” characteristic factors’ which are to be 
considered as a ‘feature of utmost importance’.40 Garments within the shop may 
have been touched, handled or even tried on. Bodies have come into contact with 
the items though not in the conventional manner. The following case study 
highlights how ‘unworn’ does not necessarily mean a total absence of bodily 
contact:  
 
Case Study 2: The Blue Slippers HSW1228 
 
This case study focuses on a pair of women’s slippers is from the1920s-30s, 
which are part of the Hodson Shop Collection. They are made from blue synthetic 
leather and have a white fleece lining, centre seam detailing and leather bow at 
the front of each shoe, 35mm chunky curved heel and a distinctive ‘opera slipper’ 
style raised throat (fig 26). The catalogue entry for the slippers reads as follows: 
 
Catalogue Entry: Mid blue leather-type. Court with small chunky curved 
heel. Seamed at centre front. Rises to curve at vamp throat. Decorated with 
bow. Fleecy lined. On soles ‘W/HS’. 
 
Both the right and left shoes have yellowed and lint-covered fleece lining and the 
bow on each shoe is curled and misshapen. Beyond these shared features, the 
condition of the left and right shoe differs. There are three deep scratches on the 
centre-front leather upper of the right shoe and the centre seam stitching on the 
right shoe show signs of deterioration (fig. 27). The heel opening of the right shoe 
is collapsed compared to that of the left shoe, with a ‘downtrodden’ appearance 																																																								
40 Hanna Jedrzejewska, “The Problem of Ethics in the Conservation of Textiles,” in 
Changing Views of Textile Conservation, eds. Mary M. Brooks and Dinah D. 
Eastop, (Los Angeles: The Getty Conservation Institute, 2011), 103. 
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(fig. 28). The sole of the left shoe is free from scratches or other markings, whilst 
the right sole has distinctive vertical scratch marks on the surface and the cream 
finish applied to the sole has flaked away at the edge of the sole (fig. 29 and fig. 
30). 
 
This pattern of markings and deformations are possibly indicative of wear: the heel 
opening being crushed through the insertion of a foot, the sole becoming 
scratched by the friction created when walking and the leather upper getting 
scratched through daily ‘wear and tear’.41 Yet only the right slipper exhibits such 
evidence. Caution must be applied when speculating about possible explanations 
for these differences. As outlined earlier in this chapter, it is all too easy for wear 
and the relationship between clothing and the body to become fetishised. This 
fetishisation may lead to evidence of wear and bodily contact to be sought and 
perceived where it may not be present. There are various hypotheses for why the 
condition of the slippers differ, ranging from basic differences in storage through to 
prolonged bodily contact. Firstly, there is the possibility that each slipper 
experienced slightly different storage conditions. The items were kept in a far from 
ideal environment at 54 New Road up until discovery in 1983: boxes were 
haphazardly stacked and stock was strewn across the property. Pairs of shoes 
may have been separated and ‘reunited’ when they were catalogued by Shreeve, 
meaning that each shoe was subjected to different environmental factors. 
Alternatively, the shoes could have been stored together yet still have encountered 
different levels of exposure to damaging influences: a toe poking out of a box 
whilst the other remained securely within or one shoe being crushed by an object 
above whilst the other shoe remained unscathed. Shoes are at once a unified pair 
and two distinct items, meaning that both halves of the pair are not necessarily 
subjected to the same environmental conditions.  
 
Secondly, there is also the role of manufacture to consider in the discrepancies 
between the right and left slipper. The differences could be the result of 
manufacturing issues which have been exacerbated by the storage issues outlined 
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above and the inevitable decaying influence of time (the shoes are at least 75-
years-old).  
 
The third hypothesis introduces a level of contact with a human body. It is possible 
that the right slipper was used as a display model, placed on a shelf within the 
shop. Customers could have picked up and handled the slipper, causing damage 
to the item. By extension, it is also possible that the shoe was tried on by 
customers in order to establish their appropriate size; the process of ‘trying on’ a 
display shoe is a process common in modern-day shoe shopping and often leads 
to notable differences between the display shoe and its counterpart kept in the 
store room.  
 
Unlike the green suit examined in case study 1, the blue slippers were found 
amongst the shop stock.42 They show no signs of personalization or attempts at 
repair or maintenance. These factors may have contributed to the slippers’ 
inclusion in the Hodson Shop Collection whilst the suit was not. The slippers 
highlight that, in the case of the Hodson Shop Collection, ‘worn’ status (and thus, 
omission from the collection) requires more than partial physical evidence; 
provenance and alteration are also key indicators. The slippers’ place within the 
collection has reinforced their status as ‘unworn’ although examination of the 
slippers reveals that this status is somewhat ambiguous.  
 
  
																																																								
42 This assumption is based on no evidence being available that suggests 
otherwise. No notes accompany the item and no contrary information is provided 
in the catalogue listing. 
	 216 
  
  
Figure 26: Image by Walsall Museum, Pair of Blue Synthetic “Leather” Women’s Slippers 
(HSW1228) – The Hodson Shop Collection, Walsall Museum, 2015, digital colour photograph. 
From Walsall Museum’s collection. 
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Figure 27: Image by author, Detail of Right Blue Synthetic “Leather” Women’s Slipper (HSW1228), With 
Scratches and Deteriorated Stitching – The Hodson Shop Collection, Walsall Museum, 2016, digital colour 
photograph. From author’s collection. 
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Figure 28: Image by author, Detail of Pair of Blue Synthetic “Leather” Women’s Slippers (HSW1228), 
Showing Collapsed Heel Opening of Right Shoe  – The Hodson Shop Collection, Walsall Museum, 2016, 
digital colour photograph. From author’s collection. 
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Figure 29: Image by author, Detail of Blue Synthetic “Leather” Women’s Slipper (HSW1228), Showing 
Markings on Sole of Right Shoe – The Hodson Shop Collection, Walsall Museum, 2016, digital colour 
photograph. From author’s collection. 
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Figure 30: Image by author, Detail of Blue Synthetic “Leather” Women’s Slipper (HSW1228), Showing 
Markings on Sole of Left Shoe – The Hodson Shop Collection, Walsall Museum, 2016, digital colour 
photograph. From author’s collection. 
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Having established that the distinction between worn and unworn is not always as 
straightforward as it might seem, the next section of this chapter considers the 
collection using concepts borrowed from retailing and economics. It suggests that 
the concepts of ‘new-old-stock’ and ‘deadstock’ can be used to frame the Hodson 
Shop Collection within the realm of the commodity, distinct from the established 
worn/unworn binary and detached from the fetishisation of wear arguably 
commonplace in academic discourse on clothing. 
 
 
The Worn and Unworn in Retail 
 
By considering the collection in terms of retailing and consumption, as opposed to 
object-based fashion history, the garments can be viewed as commodities – mass 
produced items intended for exchange. Within this paradigm, the ‘unworn’ items 
become ‘stock’ items. Having left the original retail space and shifted into another 
retail environment such items then become ‘deadstock’,  ‘new vintage’ or ‘new-old-
stock’. These terms are commonplace on the online auction site eBay, where 
images of such garments show swing tickets and descriptions of the condition of 
items regularly feature the phrase ‘new with tags’.43  
 
Worn clothing that re-enters the realm of retail becomes ‘secondhand’ or ‘vintage’, 
with the potential for signs of wear to either increase or decrease the value of an 
item, depending upon its nature and provenance. According to Gregson and 
Crewe, such secondhand garments become the subjects of ‘imagined histories 
and biographies,’ with the wearer creating value on the basis of who wore the 
garment, where they wore it and what they wore it for.44 The surface traces of 																																																								
43 Such eBay listings include (as of January 12, 2016): ‘Vtg 1930s French 
Deadstock Linen Chambray Biaude Mac Dress Chore Workwear,’ ebay, accessed 
January 12, 2016, http://www.ebay.co.uk/itm/Vtg-1930s-French-Deadstock-Linen-
Chambray-Biaude-Mac-Dress-Chore-Workwear-
/111697185613?hash=item1a01abcb4d:g:3W8AAOSwT6pVgXuW.; ‘VINTAGE 
UNUSED DEADSTOCK BLUE CRIMPLENE FLOWER DRESS GIRLS 60s AGE 2 
3 4’, ebay, accessed January 12, 2016, http://www.ebay.co.uk/itm/VINTAGE-
UNUSED-DEADSTOCK-BLUE-CRIMPLENE-FLOWER-DRESS-GIRLS-60s-AGE-
2-3-4-/281895712349?hash=item41a24b365d:g:dLsAAOSwYHxWJ6Zh. 
44 Gregson and Crewe, Second-Hand Cultures, 2-5. 
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wear found on the garment can attract or repel a potential wearer in equal 
measure. Traces of bodily secretions are largely deemed unpleasant and 
problematic within the secondhand retail environment.45 Whilst the Hodson Shop 
has not entered the secondhand clothing market, it remains possible for the 
garments to hold value in their imagined histories, albeit a history of best guesses, 
generalisations and speculation over who might have worn the clothing had it ever 
been purchased. The garments are consumed, though not in a physical manner. 
As considered in chapter four, ‘Defining and Interpreting the Collection’, these 
‘imagined histories’ are constructed by museum visitors and, sometimes, museum 
staff. They are often formed through personal experiences and nostalgia, involving 
a process of mentally ‘dressing’ – placing the garments on imagined bodies.   
 
In conventional high street retailing, the old, unworn and unused en masse carry a 
mixture of inconvenience and (sometimes frustratingly) untapped potential. The 
concepts of ‘dead stock’ and ‘new old stock (NOS)’ are used to refer to surplus, 
unused stock, with NOS being the more common term used when such items 
return to the realm of consumption.46 A reference to dead stock was made as early 
as October 1915 edition of the Journal of Accountancy, in which a correspondent 
asked the editors to support his hypothesis that ‘inactive merchandise’ carried 
forward is liable to ‘eat its head off’. The editor’s reply supported the 
correspondent’s theory, stating ‘that nothing is so completely dead as dead stock’. 
He described such items as ‘non-productive’ and a ‘constant source of expense 
and trouble’ best to be avoided.47 In the use of the word ‘dead’, the term evokes 
notions of  ‘disembodiment’ and ‘revival’ (indeed, dead stock can ‘come back to 
life’ as NOS); it also carries an uncomfortable reminder of the ultimate decay of all 
beings and material objects. The non-productivity of dead stock is unquestionably 
a source of unease and irritation for retailers and strikes a morbid note. Edith 																																																								
45 Nicky Gregson, Louise Crewe and Kate Brooks, “Narratives of Consumption 
and the Body in the Charity Shop,” in Commercial Cultures: Economies, Practices, 
Spaces, eds. Jackson et al. (Oxford: Berg, 2000), 110. 
46 The term is widely used on the online auction site eBay where it is defined as 
‘merchandise being offered for sale which was manufactured long ago but that has 
never been used’. Charlene Anderson, “What is New Old Stock?,” eBay, March 
12, 2008, accessed December 8, 2015, http://www.ebay.co.uk/gds/What-is-New-
Old-Stock-/10000000006162406/g.html.  
47 John Abbott, “Dead Stock,” Journal of Accountancy 20, no.4 (1915): 315-316. 
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Hodson was aware of the shop’s dead stock situation, providing an extract from an 
undated letter written by a hospitalised Edith to Flora. She explains: 
 
the stock in the shop is mostly old stock and should be written off as worth 
nothing. I therefore should estimate the value of the good stock should be 
worth round about £150 no more this will help you a lot.48 
 
Flora’s decision to keep the shop stock after the business ceased trading in the 
early 1970s can be interpreted as the act of a ‘hoarder’ – an individual who is 
possessive of items that they perceive as primarily utilitarian.49 It is unclear what 
role Flora played in the initial acquisition of the stock yet her refusal to dispose of, 
or otherwise use, is indicative of a level of possessiveness. It is also impossible to 
state how Flora perceived the stock – whether she considered it to be somehow 
‘sacred’, sentimental or in purely utilitarian terms. These items had not been put to 
work and as Attfield stated, ‘some objects have no meaning if they don’t work’. 
She uses Cummings’ hypothetical parachute as an illustration of this: 
 
whatever the thing may look like, the moment of truth is when it ‘either 
works or does not’ and the jumper either plummets to earth and dies or 
survives the fall.50 
 
It is possible that the Hodson Shop Collection lacks meaning through never 
experiencing the ‘parachute moment’ of use and wear. However it is due to this 
lack of use and wear that the collection has survived. Shop stock that Edith 
Hodson considered ‘worth nothing’ is now preserved in a museum. Whilst viewed 
negatively in the original retail context, the value of deadstock changes when it 
reenters the ‘second cycle of consumption’ as vintage ‘new old stock’ (via 
auctions, charity shops or vintage clothing retailers). It is no longer considered a 
problem, rather a selling point; an indication of a product’s superior condition – 
although how consumers of vintage fashion feel about the presence or absence of 																																																								
48 Joyce Hammond, “The History of the Hodson Shop” (Museum information 
document, Walsall Museum, 1998). 
49 Belk, “Collectors and Collecting,” 317. 
50 Judy Attfield, Wild Things: The Material Culture of Everyday Life (Oxford: Berg, 
2000), 42. 
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wear is somewhat ambiguous. The following case study illustrates both the 
practical, non-emotive functional reality of ‘deadstock’. It also raises the emotive 
implications of unworn clothing whilst considering approaches towards the worn 
and unworn. 
 
Case Study 3: The Mock Wings HSH252 
 
The ‘mock wings’ are a small wired arrangement of teal-coloured feathers (fig. 31), 
configured to resemble a pair of bird wings in flight. They were likely intended to 
adorn a hat or headpiece. A paper label is attached to the wire stem of the 
arrangement. It states ‘No.15090 25” ’ with ‘1/6 ½’ written in pencil on the reverse 
(fig. 32). This item is a tangible commodity that became dead stock and secondly 
a less tangible yet still pertinent reminder of the haunting qualities of the unworn. 
 
Evidence from the Hodson Shop Archive can be used to build a background story 
for the mock wings. A listing for ‘fancy feather mounts’ and ‘stylish matron’s wings’ 
featured in a 1937 catalogue for Birmingham-based wholesalers, S.C. Larkins and 
Sons.51 The most compelling archival evidence relating to the wings is a ‘picking 
list’ from S.C. Larkins dated 18 August 1921.52 The list included: ‘15090 2/12 
Wings 12/6’. In addition to the obvious reference to ‘wings’, the number 15090 
matches that printed on the label of the Hodson Shop Collection wings. It is likely 
that the wings referred to on this picking list are the same as HSH252.  
 
This information makes it possible to date the item to 1921 and to trace its 
provenance to S.C. Larkins. This information forms part of the wings’ journey as a 
commodity that ended with them becoming ‘dead stock’. They went from the 
ownership of an identifiable wholesaler to the ownership of identifiable 
shopkeepers, yet they did not go through the logical final transaction, into the 
ownership of an individual who would have worn them. The numbers printed on 
the item label and picking lists (items codes and prices) are reminders of the 																																																								
51 Hodson Shop Archive, Walsall Museum, HSR34, Warehouse Catalogues: S.C. 
Larkins and Sons, October 1937. 
52 A document dispatched with goods that lists the items contained within the 
package(s). 
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commodity nature of the wings and reinforce their position as dead stock, even 
within the exalted space of the museum. The ‘backstory’ at once enhances and 
diminishes the item. 
 
The condition of the wings is poor, parts of the arrangement are missing and those 
that remain are deteriorating. It is in this visible decay that the haunting qualities of 
the item become apparent. Unlike other items from the collection, the wings are 
made from natural feathers, which would have been removed from a once living 
creature. This establishes a connection with life and death, a connection that is 
intensified when observing the state of decay. Returning to the dichotomy of 
worn/unworn, there is potential that decay through wear is looked upon more 
favourably than decay detached from wear. Indeed, the decay of the feathers may 
prompt discomfort similar that which Wilson referred to when describing ‘ghosts in 
reverse’. 
 
Issues of bodily attachment, mortality and repulsion were raised during the second 
museum visitor focus group. The group was shown the mock wings and asked for 
their initial responses to the item. A majority reacted negatively. Participant L 
stated: ‘I don’t like feathers for art’s sake, I reckon they should be on the bird’, 
whilst Participant J stated: ‘We think that they look much better on the birds!’. 
Discussion then turned to the origins of the feathers and how feathers would have 
been mass-produced, with much debate around whether birds would have been 
dead or alive when the feathers were removed from their bodies. The group 
agreed that the feathers were more than likely plucked from a dead bird and this 
caused Participant L to view them as a ‘waste’. Participant M was the only 
member of the group who did not express any sense of disgust at the feathers: ‘I 
looked at the feathers and I didn’t see what B and L saw – that they’d come out of 
a bird – I just saw decorative’. The group did not find the condition of the feathers 
to be particularly off putting, Participant M stated: ‘they’re preserved well. I’d have 
thought that after that much time they’d have fell apart’.  
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Figure 31: Image by Walsall Museum, Mock-Wing Feather Arrangement with Fragments (HSH252) - The 
Hodson Shop Collection, Walsall Museum, 2015, digital colour photograph. From Walsall Museum's 
collection. 
  
	 227 
 
Figure 32: Image by author, Detail of ”Mock Wing” Feather Arrangement  (HSH252), Showing Label – The 
Hodson Shop Collection, Walsall Museum, 2016, digital colour photograph. From author’s collection. 
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The mock wings demonstrate the value of considering clothing items in terms of 
commodity and retailing. Yet even when considering the Hodson Shop Collection 
as dead stock, there are still challenges posed to its value. After all, dead stock is 
undesirable in retailing. It is possible that in establishing facts about items as 
commodities and the transactions encountered on their ‘commodity journey’, value 
is added to the item. This value ignores the relationship between clothing and the 
body and is therefore at odds with the ‘fleshy’ dominant discourse outlined earlier 
in this chapter. The alternative reading of the item in terms of decay returns 
attention to the body and presents a morbid, almost melancholic, notion of the 
unworn; a notion that follows the pattern of the worn/unworn dichotomy. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
This chapter has explored the varying ways in which the binary of worn and 
unworn impacts upon the Hodson Shop Collection. The axiological implications of 
this binary have been assessed within the key spaces and states in which the 
collection has resided: the museum, the shop and the hoard or accumulation.  
 
As this chapter has demonstrated, most of the clothing found in museums has, at 
some stage, been intimately connected to a human body. Yet all clothing within a 
museum is, by necessity, unworn for it has all gone through the process of 
detachment from a human body. Throughout its ‘museum life’ the garment is not 
and must not be worn. The Hodson Shop Collection has not become ‘detached 
from’ a wearer, for it has never been attached to one, yet it still finds itself in the 
same ‘darkened storerooms’ and ‘unnatural gallery environments’ as worn dress.53  
It does not hold the same ‘range of human experience’ yet still poses challenges to 
curators and museum visitors.54 
 
Whilst de la Haye argued that ‘the cultural meanings of the imprints we leave upon 
the clothes we wear are barely explored within fashion history or curation’ this 																																																								
53 Lou Taylor, The Study of Dress History, (Manchester: Manchester University 
Press, 2002), 18-25. 
54 Ibid., 24. 
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chapter has shown that these very imprints have been at the centre of discussion 
around the relationship between clothing and the body for some time.55 Wilson 
and Pearce, though working in different fields, touched upon this subject in the 
1980s and 1990s respectively. The move towards recognizing the significance of 
wear has arguably been at the expense of examination of the enigmatic and 
unnerving unworn. Worn and unworn clothing have been positioned in opposition 
to each other, with worn clothing being the vocal and sweetly haunting reminder of 
a romantic past whilst unworn clothing has become the mute, hollow and 
threatening ghost that is deeply unsettling to viewers. The reverence of worn dress 
can be viewed as a form of ‘border fetishism’ – a fascination with the contested 
zone between the physical and mental ‘self’ and the material world – the material 
and the immaterial, the animate and the inanimate.56 Within museums, wear is 
highly valued, whilst the unworn is subservient, overlooked and even considered 
problematic. Indeed, the unworn has potential to become the subject of such 
fetishisation yet the overriding trend in dress history and fashion theory has been 
towards the corporeal and remaining traces of the body once the phase of wear 
has ended.  
 
The language used in discussion of worn and unworn clothing can be hyperbolic, 
emotive and often tinged with an unsettling otherworldliness. Worn dress can be 
‘resurrected’ or ‘revived’, whilst unworn clothing is eternally ‘dead’ or 
uncomfortably ‘ghostly’. The language used is suggestive of an overriding 
preoccupation with mortality, where worn dress is alive and unworn dress is dead. 
Steele extended this animism to the museum: ‘…a museum of fashion is ipso facto 
a cemetery for “dead” clothes’.57 The romance of a lipstick stain on a collar is 
obvious yet it is possible that a preoccupation with wear and the tendency to 
imbue clothing with spiritual, if not human, traits distracts from the basic and 
fundamental materiality of dress. Whilst there is a clear ethical motivation for 
accurately distinguishing between worn and unworn dress in the gallery space, as 																																																								
55 De la Haye, “Vogue and the V&A Vitrine,” 136. 
56 Peter Pels, “The Spirit of Matter: On Fetish, Rarity, Fact and Fancy,” in Border 
Fetishisms: Material Objects in Unstable Spaces, ed. Patricia Spyer (Oxon: 
Routledge, 1998), 91. 
57 Valerie Steele, “A Museum of Fashion Is More Than a Clothes-Bag,” Fashion 
Theory 2, no. 4 (1998): 334. 
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illustrated by de la Haye’s work on the Cinderellas of the Soil exhibition, there is 
also an ethical argument to be made against the over-emphasis of the presence of 
the wearer when dealing with worn dress. As the discussion of the Isabella Blow 
retrospective Fashion Galore! highlighted, wear can be used to create illusions of 
familiarity and common ground between the former wearer and the exhibition 
visitor. When dealing with the Hodson Shop Collection in the museum, a careful 
balance must be struck between the true disembodied nature of the garments and 
creating a compelling and engaging curatorial narrative. 
 
The worn/unworn binary is challenged by a number of ambiguities and 
undecidables related to gradations of wear; garments can be ‘tried on’, samples 
used for catwalk shows or only worn in part (in cases where the garment consists 
of parts a pair of shoes or a two piece ensemble). There exists a border zone 
between worn and unworn, as partially illustrated by the case study of the blue 
slippers. Clear signs of wear and evidence of attachment to a particular and 
identifiable personality, real or imagined, are at the heart of worn clothing’s allure. 
When there is ambiguity regarding this evidence of wear and no clear wearer, the 
garment can be returned to the status of unworn. The binary resolves itself 
differently according to the space in which the garment is observed and who is 
observing it; evidence of wear, whilst valued in certain exhibition settings, would 
be viewed negatively in a conventional retail setting and valued differently yet 
again in specialist vintage clothing retail or auction setting.   
 
Just as this chapter has challenged the worn/unworn binary, it has also 
complicated the biography of the Hodson Shop Collection. This chapter has 
identified an additional phase in the items’ trajectory from shop stock to museum: 
that of hoard or accumulation status, the obscured and private life stage of the 
items between shop stock and collection. This period of the collection’s biography 
can be considered as an alternative to the phase of wear most commonly 
associated with clothing. Whilst it is only possible to speculate regarding Flora 
Hodson’s motivations for keeping the items, it is possible that in doing so the items 
fulfilled some emotional need.   
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By considering the collection in retailing terms, it is possible to move away from 
the romantic and emotive language often used to describe worn and unworn dress 
in dress history - although the distinction between the alive (sold, worn) and dead 
(unsold, unworn) persists. The case study of the mock wings demonstrated the 
advantages and pitfalls of considering the Hodson Shop Collection in purely 
commodity terms. It also highlighted how, in defaulting to a body-centric approach, 
object-based analysis of the unworn can veer towards being darkly emotive. It is 
clear that an approach is needed that recognizes clothing as both commodity and 
embodied or disembodied as the case may be, without wavering too far in either 
direction. 
 
As unworn, the Hodson Shop Collection presents a combination of challenges. It 
cannot be resurrected in any bodily sense, it cannot enlighten or expand upon the 
biography of a wearer and it cannot become the subject of any great romance of 
traces of scent or make-up. Although the story of the shop (as outlined in chapter 
one) and the following period of dormancy, in which the items became a 
hoard/accumulation may serve to replace the role of the body in creating their 
biography, being unworn may also present an unsettling experience for museum 
visitors (providing the lack of wear has been made explicit), who are eager to 
‘imagine what it would be like to wear the clothes on display’. As Wilson observed: 
‘unclear boundaries disturb us’.58  
 
Unworn clothing within the museum subverts the overriding curatorial and 
academic emphasis upon worn dress. It challenges dominant perceptions of value, 
where past attachment to a body adds value to a garment, for the status of all 
objects is level within the museum space. The next chapter will consider another 
related and similarly distinctive, challenging and problematic aspect of the Hodson 
Shop Collection: its everyday nature. 
																																																								
58 Wilson, Adorned in Dreams, 2. 
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Chapter Seven: The Collection as Everyday Dress 
 
 
As demonstrated in chapter four, the Hodson Shop Collection is often described in 
terms of its everyday nature. This, along with its status as unworn/unused shop-
stock (as discussed in chapter six), is considered integral to the collection’s 
identity and scope. It is generally accepted that the objects provide clues and 
tangible evidence of the realities of day-to-day life in Willenhall, between 1920 and 
the 1960s.  The theorist Bill Brown stated that historians’ recent interest in 
‘everyday life and the material habitus’ had developed from an increasing desire to 
form a connection with ‘the real’.1 There has been a gradual inter-disciplinary shift 
towards discourse on the everyday since the 1960s when Lefebvre’s influential 
work on the subject, Critique of Everyday Life was first published.2 Yet dress 
history has been slow in making this shift, with the overriding focus of study 
remaining on spectacular, fashionable and elite forms of dress. As shown in the 
literature review, the majority of academic writing, research and museum collecting 
related to dress has focused on elite, elaborate and spectacular fashionable dress, 
such as couture and subcultural style. As Buckley and Clarke identified, there is a 
‘paucity of information about the ordinary, especially in comparison to the 
extraordinary in which fashion is typically located’.3 
 
The aim of this chapter is to assess the relationship between the ‘everyday’ and 
the Hodson Shop Collection. It also aims to examine the relationship between the 
everyday, fashion and dress within the museum setting. It seeks to establish a 
working definition of the everyday in broad theoretical terms before assessing how 
the term has been applied to material culture, most specifically in relation to the 
subject of clothing and the collection. The relationship between the everyday and 																																																								
1 Bill Brown, “Thing Theory,” in Things, ed. Bill Brown (London: Chicago University 
Press, 2004), 2. 
2 Henri Lefebvre, Critique of Everyday Life: The One-Volume Edition, trans. John 
Moore and Gregory Elliot, (London: Verso, 2014), Kindle edition. 
3 Cheryl Buckley and Hazel Clarke, “Conceptualising Fashion in Everyday Life,” 
Design Issues 28, no. 4 (2012): 28. 
	 234 
museums is considered before assessing how useful the term is when considering 
the collection. The chapter includes consideration of how the passage of time and 
size of the collection impacts upon its status as everyday and the tensions that 
arise between the everyday and museum collections. As in the previous chapter, 
axiological binary pairings are considered: firstly, that of the spectacular/everyday. 
A second, related binary: that of fashion/dress is also considered.  
 
The first section considers various theoretical perspectives and writing on the 
everyday in its widest sense. It discusses motivations for the study of the everyday 
and problems that arise from applications of the term. These risks are placed 
within the context of the museum and assessed in terms of the Hodson Shop 
Collection. The suitability of the term ‘everyday’ in relation to the collection will also 
be examined. A case study of a 1930s toothbrush is used to illustrate the most 
arguably mundane aspects of the collection. The second section will explore the 
relationship between the everyday, material culture and museums, beginning with 
the intellectual shift towards the interrogation of everyday objects. A number of 
non-mainstream museums’ approaches to representing everyday life will be 
described and the link between local museums and the material culture of 
everyday life is examined. The second case study is of a parcel believed to 
contain children’s socks. It highlights how mundane, anonymous and obscure 
objects are transformed and understood within the museum. The third section 
addresses the links between dress and the everyday: firstly in terms of historical 
studies of everyday dress and secondly, the tensions that arise between fashion, 
dress and the everyday.  
 
A case study of a drop waist day dress is used to illustrate the complex interplay of 
fashion, dress and the everyday. These tensions are further examined in the fourth 
section, which provides an overview of the different approaches that are applied to 
fashionable and everyday clothing in museums. Two recent exhibitions of high 
fashion are considered. The final section explores alternatives to the everyday that 
have arisen throughout the article. 
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Examining the Everyday 
 
The ‘everyday’ is a seemingly simple term that masks a deeply contested terrain. It 
can be viewed as a bid to shift academic focus from the celebrated spectacular to 
the oft-ignored mundane although, as this section will show, any straightforward 
spectacular/everyday binary has been subjected to rigorous critique and 
challenge. The study and criticism of the everyday emerged amongst radical 
French theorists during the 1960s. Lefebvre called for the ‘rehabilitation of 
everyday life’ in which ‘greatness’ was either created or rediscovered within 
everyday life.4 As Ross stated, Lefebvre elevated the quotidian to the status of 
‘theoretical concept’ whilst many other thinkers still dismissed it as ‘non-
philosophical’ or reflective of ‘the drudgery of routine’.5 The goal underpinning this 
shift towards the everyday was the transformation everyday life. Debord and 
Vaneigem placed the everyday at the heart of the revolutionary Marxist rhetoric 
that inspired the 1968 Parisian riots. The link between the everyday and class 
struggle was made explicit in de Certeau’s The Practice of Everyday Life which 
sought to: 
 
…bring to light the models of action characteristic of users whose status as 
the dominated element in society is concealed by the euphemistic term 
‘consumers’.6  
 
Here, de Certeau positions the everyday as the domain of a submissive working 
class. Such a distinction is pertinent when considering how the Hodson Shop 
Collection is often referred to in terms of class (as discussed in chapter four). The 
collection is described as ‘working-class’ clothing, with some respondents 
expanding this to include the ‘lower-middle-class’. It has also been referred to as 
‘non-elite’ clothing, a term that will be considered in greater detail in the final 
section of this chapter. This class-based view of everyday life is echoed in 
Bennett’s critique of living history museums, where working-class life is 																																																								
4 Lefebvre, Critique of Everyday Life, Kindle edition. 
5 Kristin Ross, “French Quotidian,” in The Everyday, ed. Stephen Johnstone, 
(London: Whitechapel Gallery, 2008), 42-43.  
6 Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, trans. Steven Rendall, 
(London: University of California Press, 1988), Kindle edition. 
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experienced in ‘massively idealised and deeply regressive forms’ arising from the 
middle-class imagination. Museums were places where myths were created and 
everyday realities were reduced to quirks and eccentricities; objects became 
politically neutral vessels for communicating changing tastes as opposed to social 
change or political ideas.7 Lefebvre similarly argues that speculating about the 
historical everyday lives of people often led to misleading fictions. It could be 
argued that the Hodson Shop Collection has fallen into this trap of politically 
neutralised ‘fanciful theories’ and myth, with its value being described in terms of 
‘the information it affords on the clothing of ordinary people in the years between 
1920 and 1960’.8 As discussed in the opening chapter of this thesis, Bryan’s 
research indicates that the shop’s customers were not necessarily ‘local’ working 
class women, rather middle-class women from more affluent neighbourhoods. Just 
as ‘working class’ can become a myth within the museum, so can ‘everyday life’. 
In referring to the Hodson Shop Collection as ‘everyday’ it is possible that the 
collection is being subjected to multiple falsehoods. The everyday is not wholly 
synonymous with ‘working class’. A party dress or garment intended to be worn for 
a special occasion, such as HSW 032 (fig. 33) worn by a working-class woman 
would be far from an everyday item of clothing to her – even if its construction, 
materials and style may have been considered somewhat homogenous, mundane 
or inferior by elite observers. There remains a clear relationship between class and 
everyday life, although the everyday also exists independently of class.  
 
																																																								
7 Tony Bennett, The Birth of the Museum: History, Theory, Politics. (Oxon: 
Routledge, 2008), 110-112. 
8 Sheila Shreeve, “The Value of the Hodson Shop Collection,” in The Hodson 
Shop Collection Catalogue, (Internal museum document, Walsall Museum, 
undated). 
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Figure 33: Image by Walsall Museum Service, Peach Rayon 
Evening Dress, 1920s (HSW032) – The Hodson Shop Collection, 
Walsall Museum. Undated, digital colour photograph. From 
www.blackcountryhistory.org 
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 ‘Everyday’ is generally used to describe the commonplace, popular and 
unspectacular; what Johnstone describes as a ‘vast reservoir’ full of ‘normally 
unnoticed, trivial and repetitive actions’.9 Featherstone describes the everyday as 
a ‘residual category’ where ‘irritating bits and pieces’ that subvert ‘orderly thought’ 
could be deposited. In focusing on ‘normally unnoticed’ actions and artefacts, the 
study of the everyday corrected a perceived imbalance in which analysis of the 
spectacular dominated discourse. Whether the everyday is a ‘residual category’ or 
a ‘vast reservoir’, both Johnstone and Featherstone‘s descriptions suggest it to be 
a chaotic and disordered territory. There are critics of such all-encompassing and 
inclusive definitions of the everyday. According to Roberts the term has become 
an ‘ecumenical fetish’ and ‘common currency’, critiquing those quick to conflate 
the term ‘everyday’ with supposed synonyms such as ‘ordinary’ and ‘popular’.10 
Highmore is unsatisfied with the illusion of the everyday as ‘self-evident’ and a 
‘palpable reality’ on the grounds that it assumed a universal shared experience, 
which ignored the diversity of experience and created false divisions of those 
within and those without.11 Roberts’ criticism of the conflation of ‘ordinary’ and 
‘popular’ with the everyday is pertinent to the Hodson Shop Collection. The terms 
‘ordinary’ and ‘mass produced’ are regularly used to describe the content of the 
collection and are perhaps less problematic. As highlighted above, it is also 
regularly referred to in terms of the types of people who would have worn (see 
chapter six for further consideration of ‘wear’ in relation to the collection) such 
clothing – ‘ordinary’, ‘working class’ or ‘lower middle class’ people. The clothing in 
the collection has never been worn so any statements about potential ‘wearers’ 
are speculative. 
 
Through its inclusion in a local social history museum, the Hodson Shop Collection 
has been classified as a significant part of local historical identity; it is considered 
representative of the objects and clothing that would have been used or worn by 
people going about their everyday life in Willenhall. Hides argues that the 																																																								
9 Stephen Johnstone, introduction to The Everyday, ed. Stephen Johnstone 
(London: Whitechapel Gallery, 2008), 12. 
10 John Roberts, Philosophising the Everyday: Revolutionary Praxis and the Fate 
of Cultural Theory (London: Pluto Press, 2006), 1. 
11 Ben Highmore, introduction to The Everyday Life Reader, ed. Ben Highmore 
(London: Routledge, 2002), 1. 
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relationship between ‘objects and identity’ is central to society.12 Similarly, Molotch 
states that the ‘durables of existence’ assists in the formation of the self and how 
‘we connect to one another’.13  It would therefore follow that the interplay between 
material culture (objects, ‘stuff’, ‘bits and pieces’ or things) and individuals or 
society as a whole is also central to everyday life. Yet this familiarity of the objects, 
everydayness and identity are far from universal. The purported ‘everydayness’ of 
the Hodson Shop Collection is tightly bound to a specific time, place and group of 
people (white, working and lower-middle class English/Black Country men and 
women born early to mid twentieth century) and whilst relatable to all those within, 
it excludes those outside these parameters. This issue was raised in the interview 
with former Walsall Museum Visitor Assistant, Kiran Muctor, whose family was of 
Indian origin: 
 
My Mom wouldn’t have worn stuff like that, y’know. It’s sort of that I don’t 
have that to relate to, because my Mom, my Nan would’ve worn their Indian 
outfits. That’s why I don’t think I have that much of a personal relationship 
to it [the Hodson Shop Collection] because I can’t say ‘Oh, I remember this’ 
because I don’t! 14 
 
The everyday is thus a controversial and confounding term, as observed by 
Lefebvre: 
 
The everyday is therefore the most universal and the most unique 
condition, the most social and the most individuated, the most obvious and 
the best hidden.15 
Such an acknowledgement goes some way to addressing a conflict between the 
quotidian and the singular. It allows for something to be at once unique and 																																																								
12 Sean Hides, “The Genealogy of Material Culture and Cultural Identity,” in 
Experiencing Culture in the Western World, ed. Susan M. Pearce (London: 
Leicester University Press, 1997), 11. 
13 Harvey Molotch, Where Stuff Comes From (Abingdon: Routledge, 2005), ix. 
14 Kiran Muctor (Former Visitor Assistant, Walsall Museum Service). Interview by 
author. Digital recording. Walsall, June 27, 2013. 
15 Henri Lefebvre, “The Everyday and Everydayness,” Yale French Studies 73 
(1987): 9. 
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mundane; singularity alone does not elevate an object to the extraordinary. The 
everyday is an inherently contradictory state. 
 
In Clearing the Ground, published in 1961, Lefebvre raised the question of 
whether the everyday could remain distinct from culture, history, politics or 
technology.16 The question of the everyday ‘absorbed’ or unabsorbed by history is 
pertinent when considering the Hodson Shop Collection. If the everyday is distinct 
from history then the collection can be freed from the progression of time – what 
was considered everyday in the 1920s may not be the same as the everyday in 
2014, yet the ‘everydayness’ remains constant. If history does ‘absorb’ the 
everyday then it is possible that the collection has ceased to be so. This notion of 
the changing status of everyday objects will be considered more specifically in the 
following section on the everyday, material culture and museums. The following 
case study illustrates how the status of a seemingly mundane and non-descript 
object can be elevated and transformed within the museum. The case study is of a 
green plastic toothbrush from the Hodson Shop Collection, which holds the 
apparently contradictory statuses of ordinary object and singular museum artefact. 
The toothbrush, whilst not clothing, is typically intimately connected to a human 
body and is woven into the daily routine of people around the world.  
  
																																																								
16 Ibid 
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Case Study 1: The Halex Toothbrush, HST135 
 
The Halex toothbrush is a green/brown plastic toothbrush with nylon bristles from 
the 1930s. It is encased in its original clear plastic packaging (figs. 34 and 35). The 
object is in relatively poor condition, with significant cracks down the length of the 
plastic handle. The packaging has been opened partially towards the brush head 
and the bristles are disintegrating and have oxidised in places (a green crumbly 
substance has accumulated around the base). The packaging is dirty and 
discoloured and the clear plastic has taken on a brown tint in patches.  
 
The object does not meet any conventional measures of beauty and the 
combination of dirt and decay add to this lack of aesthetic beauty and value. 
Despite this, the item is instantly recognisable and relatable to modern eyes. The 
only notable feature is that the toothbrush is ‘old’. The packaging and decayed 
status demonstrates this ‘oldness’, as do the subtle differences in design when 
compared to modern toothbrushes (the Halex toothbrush has a straight, flat handle 
and the nylon bristles are all of equal height). 
 
The packaging text reads as follows: 
 
MADE IN ENGLAND HALEX NO 11 HARD HALEX NYLON FILLING 
LASTS MUCH LONGER THAN BRISTLE AND STAYS SPRINGY AFTER 
SOAKING THE HANDLE MAY WARP IF PLACED IN VERY HOT WATER. 
BRITISH PATENT No. 463844. 1/10 Inc. Tax. 
 
This information implies that there was time when toothbrushes were made from 
natural bristle and that this artefact dates to roughly the time when the transition 
from bristle to nylon fibres was taking place. There is also the patent information, 
athough this information does not apply to the toothbrush design, but rather to the 
distinctive plastic packaging. 17  
 
																																																								
17 Charles Alexandra Nicolle, Improvements in or Relating to Packings Made from 
Plastic Material, British Patent: GB463844, filed 1937. 
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It is possible that the value of an object is not held in the item per se, rather in the 
additional material that accompanies it, for example the toothbrush could be 
considered an illustration of the development of plastic packaging in the twentieth 
century or as a source for the investigation of changing toothbrush design and 
technology: a single everyday object serving as resource for research beyond the 
item itself and the everyday human experiences of that object. Yet the object itself 
is thus perhaps lowered in status, it ceases to ‘stand alone’ and its value becomes 
external to the object’s own materiality. Museum visitor focus group participants 
engaged with the object on two levels: firstly in terms of the design of the 
packaging and brush; secondly, in terms of what the object could reveal about 
past everyday experiences of toothbrushes. 
 
Participants identified the packaging as interesting, observing that it looked more 
‘recent’ than the 1930s and expressing surprise that such packaging was used at 
that time. The design and materiality of the brush also stimulated discussion, often 
comparing the brush to modern day equivalents: 
 
Participant M: What is it made of? Is it nylon bristles? When was nylon 
discovered?  
 
Participant J: Its more surprising how big the head was on the toothbrush. 
Participant M: How short the handle is. 
Participant J: We have bigger handles and more bristles now. 
 
Participant J: I think the other interesting thing is the colour of it – the 
colour by today’s standards is quite old fashioned but they’ve done it green 
because of the association with mint, with feeling clean, all that sort of thing. 
Participant D: Yeah, with nature, green. 
 
Participants were asked to describe the place of such an object in a museum, 
which revealed a range of different responses, with Participant L stating that she 
felt that a toothbrush was not ‘warranted’ in a museum as they had simply 
‘progressed’ over time. This response implied an expectation for museum objects 
to exist outside the linear and gradual progress of time. Participants J, D and M 
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however felt that this straightforward progression was reason enough for the 
toothbrush to be in a museum collection. The value of the object within the 
museum was framed as external to the object itself, in terms of what it could reveal 
about past lives and mundane experiences:  
 
Participant J: Yeah, but that’s probably the whole point  
Participant D: That’s right because you have to go back and see how 
they’ve progressed in the museum. 
Participant M: I mean, the fact that there was a toothbrush there, then – 
how far back do we have to go before there weren’t any toothbrushes, do 
you know what I mean? And how many people in a household… 
Participant B: …would use the same brush?! 
Participant M: or perhaps not even have a toothbrush in the house…18 
 
  
																																																								
18 Focus group. Conducted by author. Digital recording. Walsall Museum, 
November 15, 2015. 
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Figure 34: Image by Walsall Museum, Front view of Packaged Halex Toothbrush (HST135) – The Hodson 
Shop Collection, Walsall Museum, 2015, digital colour photograph. From Walsall Museum's collection. 
 
 
Figure 35: Image by Walsall Museum, Reverse view of Packaged Halex Toothbrush (HST135) – The Hodson 
Shop Collection, Walsall Museum, 2015, digital colour photograph. From Walsall Museum's collection. 
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The Everyday, Material Culture and Museums 
 
This section further explores the relationship between the everyday and material 
culture, with a specific consideration of how everyday material culture is situated 
within a museum context. The author, Georges Perec urges his readers to 
‘question their teaspoons’ instead of being preoccupied by the spectacle of the ‘big 
event, the untoward, the extra-ordinary’ – in doing so, the focus would shift from 
ephemeral and intangible phenomenon to mundane material culture. Perec’s 
proposed study of L’infra-ordinaire (the ‘below’ ordinary or perhaps ‘sub’-ordinary) 
was a means by which to begin to question the banal aspects of daily life that had 
‘ceased forever to astonish us’.19 Many of the items within the Hodson Shop 
Collection fit Perec’s notion of infra-ordinariness – many of the garments are 
undeniably ordinary, simple and mass-produced. Items such as the reels of brown 
sewing thread and the plastic toothbrushes (see case study 1) are not astonishing 
by any conventional standard of beauty or excitement; they are items that could 
easily be ignored and dismissed, things that have a ‘tendency to get neutralised, 
their forms so taken for granted that they slip back into the realm of function.’20 
 
Hamling and Richardson describe how the humanities have ‘traditionally been 
preoccupied’ by high culture and luxurious items (what Perec would have 
considered ‘extra-ordinary’), although the ‘academic turn’ towards the everyday 
prompted a shift in interest to material culture based on the assumption that 
‘everyday life is rooted in materiality’.21 Material culture can be considered the 
‘physical remains’ of human culture and society.22 It is helpful to consider further 
the everydayness of the Hodson Shop Collection within the framework of material 
culture. 																																																								
19 Georges Perec, “L’Infra Ordinaire,” in Species of Spaces and Other Pieces, ed. 
and trans. by John Sturrock (London: Penguin, 2008), 209-211. 
20 Leora Morinis, “Dramaturgy and Gut: Inside Claes Oldenburg’s Mouse 
Museum,” Inside/Out - A MoMA Blog, May 24, 2013, accessed February 16, 2016, 
http://www.moma.org/explore/inside_out/2013/05/24/dramaturgy-and-gut-inside-
claes-oldenburgs-mouse-museum. 
21 Tara Hamling and Catherine Richardson, introduction to Everyday Objects: 
Medieval and Early Modern Material Culture and its Meanings, eds. Tara Hamling 
and Catherine Richardson (Farnham: Ashgate, 2010), 13.  
22 Chris Caple, Objects: Reluctant Witnesses to the Past (Oxon: Routledge, 2006), 
Kindle edition. 
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Perec’s teaspoons, whilst emphasizing the potential of the mundane, can also be 
viewed as representing this shift towards the interrogation of ‘things’. In Wild 
Things Attfield wished to challenge the ‘ordinary equals generic’ equation, the 
‘assumption that, by definition, “things” are non-special and mundane’. 23 Whilst 
the Hodson Shop Collection is often referred to as ‘everyday’, ‘non-elite’ and ‘mass 
produced’, this does not necessarily mean it is ‘non-special’ and ‘mundane’.24 
These terms will be further considered in the final section of this chapter. The 
Hodson Shop Collection can be considered as ‘things’ yet this choice of word is 
not intended to be belittling. Attfield believed it to be a powerful word, with the 
ability to liberate design from the hallowed spaces of collection, gallery and 
museum and to return them to the world of cupboards, factories and 
warehouses.25 In 2004 Brown proposed ‘thing theory’ as a means of handling such 
objects.26  
 
Having established that academic tradition favoured extraordinary objects, 
Hamling and Richardson extend their criticism to include the ‘collecting practices’ 
of national museums, stating that the objects on display tend to ‘represent 
expensive and extraordinary goods made for the upper echelons of society’.27 It is 
possible that this perceived omission of ‘everyday’ objects from museum 
collections is due to the lack of surviving artefacts. In contrast, Levine describes a 
renewed curatorial focus upon everyday objects, influenced by a wider cultural 
shift towards the ‘world of things’ in which objects take on active roles, linking 
together human and non-human networks:  
 
																																																								
23 Judy Attfield, Wild Things: The Material Culture of Everyday Life (Oxford: Berg, 
2000), 9. 
24 Ibid., 2. 
25 Ibid., 4-5. 
26 Brown, Things. 
27 Hamling and Richardson, introduction, 13. 
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A Styrofoam cup, for example, links together the petroleum industry, 
industrial agriculture, human bodily processes, trash and atmospheric 
change – all of which reach into and go beyond human experience.28  
 
Many museum collections are dominated by extraordinary objects, Baudrillard 
states that collections are the place where the ‘everyday prose of objects is 
transformed into poetry’.29 Walker agrees that ‘utilitarian’ objects can be made 
precious within the museum space (case studies one and two of this chapter can 
be viewed in such terms – seemingly mundane objects that have acquired 
elevated status through accessioning to a museum collection).30 Such perspective 
on the power of museums upon objects lends itself to quasi-religious language – 
museum objects are often described as ‘sacred’. There are some notable 
examples of museums collecting and exhibiting everyday material culture from the 
twentieth century onwards, although they exist outside the mainstream of publicly 
funded and/or national museums, amongst what art historian and critic,  Smith 
dubs ‘para-museums’.31 Stella Mitchell’s Land of Lost Content in Shropshire holds 
a wealth of everyday objects and posits itself to be ‘The National Museum of 
British Popular Culture’ and a ‘shrine to the British way of life’.32 Objects are 
displayed in a seemingly chaotic manner with little-to-no interpretative information. 
The Museum of Everyday Life in Vermont, USA is another example of a museum 
showcasing everyday material culture. The museum ‘draws from collectors, artists 
and friends to present exhibitions dedicated to ordinary mass-produced objects, 
often transformed in vernacular fashion.’33  Their exhibition, From Twig to Bristle: 
The Toothbrush in All Its Expedient Beauty (2014) explored both the toothbrush as 
																																																								
28 Gabriel Levine, “The Museum of Everyday Life: Objects and Affects of Glorious 
Obscurity,” Journal of Curatorial Studies 4, no. 3 (2015): 371. 
29 Jean Baudrillard, The System of Objects, trans. James Benedict (London: 
Verso, 2005), 93. 
30 Julian Walker, “Afterword: Acquisition, Envy and the Museum Visitor,” 
Experiencing Material Culture in the Western World, ed. Susan M. Pearce 
(London: Leicester University Press, 1997), 257. 
31 Terry Smith, Thinking Contemporary Curating, (New York: Independent 
Curators International, 2012). 
32 “The Museum,” Land of Lost Content, accessed October 24, 2014, 
http://www.lolc.org.uk/page11.html. 
33 Levine, “The Museum of Everyday Life,” 365. 
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an object and as an actant in wider external networks.34 Such an exhibition 
showcased the curatorial potential and place of objects such as the Halex 
toothbrush considered in case study 1. The Elsewhere living museum in North 
Carolina, USA also ‘exhibits’ everyday objects within a former thrift store. Artists 
work within the space, using, repurposing and transforming objects (including 
‘toys, books, clothing, dishes, housewares and wigs, as well as general knick-
knacks, junk, whatsamacalits…’) that were hoarded/accumulated throughout the 
lifetime of the shop’s previous owner, Sylvia Gray. In the museum, the objects are 
considered ways of stimulating personal connections.35 A more mainstream and 
formal example of exhibiting the everyday was provided by the Design Museum, 
London with the Design Museum Collection: Extraordinary Stories About Ordinary 
Things exhibition (January 2012-January 2015).36 The exhibition, based on the 
museum’s permanent collection aimed to ‘reveal intriguing insights in the most 
exceptional everyday objects’.37 Items displayed included a Bic ballpoint pen, a 
Dyson vacuum cleaner, road signs and Anglepoise lamps. Items from the clothing 
collection of Lady Jill Ritblatt were also exhibited with the intent of showcasing the 
‘everyday’ wardrobe of a barrister and public figure. Items were displayed on 
simple stripped wood display shelves, with no glass or barrier between the viewer 
and the object. Items on display were framed as ‘historical’, in terms of their impact 
upon society and technology, and as aesthetically valuable objects in 
themselves.38  
 
The scope, purpose and history of Walsall Museum is different to those of London-
based national museums such as the V&A, Design Museum or small, privately 
owned museums like Land of Lost Content. It was a local museum owned and 
managed by the local council and this was reflected in the types of objects within 																																																								
34 Ibid., 378-379. 
35 “History,” Elsewhere, accessed February 16, 2016, 
http://www.goelsewhere.org/about/history/. 
36 See: Jenny Evans, “Exhibition Review: Design Museum Collection: 
Extraordinary Stories About Ordinary Things,” Textile History 45, no. 1, (2014): 
125-127. 
37 “Design Museum Collection: Extraordinary Stories about Ordinary Things,” 
Design Museum press release, January 29, 2013. 
38 Evans, “Exhibition Review,” 2014. 
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the collection and how they were displayed (further detailed discussion of display 
can be found in chapter five). The nineteenth-century anatomist, surgeon and 
Director of the Natural History Museum, Sir William H. Flowers defined such a 
museum as where ‘objects of interest’ connected with the borough were ‘not only 
preserved from destruction, but also made available for study and reference’. 
Throughout the collection, local character must be ‘predominating’. Flowers, 
writing in 1891, observed how many of these objects ‘may be considered trifles 
now’ yet would go on to be ‘of great value in after time, as illustrating the history 
and mode of life of generations passed or passing away’.39 The concept of ‘local 
character’ links to notions of a localised form of everyday life and identity. The 
proposal to collect ‘trifling’ objects can be interpreted in lines with Perec’s urging to 
question the infra-ordinary.  
 
Taylor writes about the role of clothing within local museums, focusing specifically 
on the example of Worthing Museum. Taylor describes how local museum clothing 
collections are widespread and ‘usually’ contain ‘clothing worn locally.’ Wise’s 
twentieth-century collecting policy loosely fits the educative and local parameters 
outlined by Sir Flowers a century earlier. Worthing Museum’s approach also fits 
this ideal with the notion of preserving apparent ‘trifles’, with ‘interest in “ordinary” 
mass-produced ready-to-wear, particularly from the 1930s onwards’.40 Walsall 
Museum and the Hodson Shop Collection can also be viewed in such terms. Case 
study 2 of the ‘sock parcel’ highlights how everyday objects or ‘apparent trifles’ can 
be transformed, interpreted and understood within the museum environment. It 
also demonstrates that not all everyday objects are by no means equal, even 
when they share museum artefact status. 
  
																																																								
39 Sir William H. Flowers, “Local Museums,” in Museum Studies: An Anthology of 
Contexts, ed. Bettina M. Carbonell (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2004), 315-316. 
40 Lou Taylor, Establishing Dress History (Manchester: Manchester University 
Press, 2004), 143. 
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Case Study 2: The Sock Parcel, HSC102 
 
The sock parcel (fig. 36) is a brown paper package tied up with string, which 
contains children’s cashmere three-quarter hose in a ‘tan’ shade. The collection 
catalogue states that the Leicester-based clothing company St. Margaret 
manufactured the item around the mid-1930s. There is text stamped in black ink 
onto the parcel that reads: 
 
MADE IN ENGLAND. ALL WOOL. 8 TAN, Seamless Cashmere. RIBBED 
3/4-HOSE R.T. 5914 (50) 
 
The descriptive text and some small illegible pencil marks are the only 
distinguishing marks on the package. The collection catalogue reveals that this 
parcel was discovered with two other identical packages, one of which was 
opened during the cataloguing process in order to ascertain its contents. The 
object is both undeniably aesthetically plain and not unique within the collection, 
yet the object was considered to have sufficient value to be accessioned into 
Walsall Museum’s collection and to be displayed as part an exhibition of the 
Hodson Shop Collection that took place at the museum between October 2012 
and January 2013.  
 
The fact that the item is one of three identical items within the collection is a 
reminder of its mass-produced and once commonplace nature. If Johnstone’s 
argument is correct in arguing that the everyday consists of the popular and 
repetitive, the sock parcel would be undeniably everyday.41 At this point, a 
secondary binary between the mass produced and singular items emerges within 
the everyday/spectacular pairing: everyday items are those that exist in identical 
form, in great number and are therefore subservient to the singular item, which is 
perhaps craft-produced or is somehow scarce. Yet the age of the item and its 
current status as a museum artefact serve to challenge this hierarchy. 
 
In being a museum item, the parcel acquires an elevated status – perhaps 
reflective of a curatorial trend towards ‘the everyday’ and social history, (as 																																																								
41 Johnstone, introduction, 12.  
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discussed further in the next section). It can be viewed as a physical manifestation 
of Lefebvre’s desire to either create or rediscover ‘greatness’ in the mundane, 
although whether the elevated status of the sock parcel is the result of a creative 
process or the recognition of ‘great’ features that have been there all along 
remains unclear.42  
 
History and the passage of time have played their role in ‘rehabilitating’ the 
parcel’s status – the packaging looks alien to modern eyes and what it contains 
are no longer staples of daily life – in this sense the object that was once everyday 
is now unusual. The object alone is not unique yet it is unusual; what was once a 
recognisable part of everyday life has ceased to be so. The decision to display 
such a mundane and non-descript item is of interest, as are the responses of 
individuals when faced with it.   
 
The parcel was presented to museum staff during interviews. They were asked 
firstly to describe the object then to explain how they interpreted and valued it. 
Jennifer Thomson described the package as ‘plain and unassuming’ before 
continuing to consider the display of the item: 
 
If you just sat it in a display case by itself, I feel it wouldn’t really say very 
much to visitors though to be quite frank, in museums a lot of objects are 
like that, you can’t just sit them in a case by themselves, you need to have 
some form of interpretation, or put them in context with other related items 
around about.43  
 
Although Thomson drew a parallel with ‘a lot’ of museum objects, she also 
introduced the notion of a hierarchy of objects, in which ‘unassuming’ items such 
as the sock parcel served to enhance other objects rather than stand as objects in 
their own right: 
 
																																																								
42 Lefebvre, Critique of Everyday Life, Kindle edition 
43 Jennifer Thomson, (Former Community History Curator, Walsall Museum 
Service). Interview by author. Digital recording. Walsall, June 27, 2013. Walsall. 
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I think in a display alongside other items from the shop, this makes a lot 
more sense; it’s almost a prop as it were.44 
 
For visitor assistant Barbara Harper, the item presented questions such as ‘why 
weren’t they ever worn?’ and ‘why didn’t somebody buy them?’.45  Her 
consideration of the item was distinctive in how it introduced a sense of mystery 
about the object.46 Despite expressing personal interest in the item, Harper felt 
that the item would not please museum visitors if it were displayed. Her reasoning 
was that: ‘…it looks old, it looks dirty and you can’t actually see what is in it!’.47 In 
this description the object is not merely plain and mundane, it also takes on the 
negative characteristic of being ‘dirty’ – not just uninteresting but also actively 
repelling interest. Like Thomson, Harper suggested that the item would be most 
useful alongside other items, although she also proposed that there could be value 
in exhibiting the item as an illustration of how items were packaged in the past.48  
 
The sock parcel and individuals’ responses to it show that items that were once 
‘everyday’ can be elevated to the status of singular artefacts once they enter a 
museum’s collection. Yet Thomson and Harper’s views of the item suggested that 
the status of the item is perhaps lower than that of other items within the Hodson 
Shop Collection, suggesting that the everyday cannot always stand alone in a 
museum space. 
 
 
  
																																																								
44 Ibid.  
45 Barbara Harper, (Former Visitor Assistant, Walsall Museum Service). Interview 
by author. Digital recording. Walsall, July 9, 2013. 
46 A theme of magic and wonderment about the collection was apparent 
throughout Harper’s interview – see chapter four ‘Defining and Interpreting the 
Collection’ for further analysis of this. 
47 Harper, interview with author, July 9, 2013. 
48 Ibid. 
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Figure 36: Image by author, Parcel containing children’s socks (HSC102) – The Hodson Shop Collection, 
Walsall Museum, 2015, digital colour photograph. From author’s collection.  
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Dress, Fashion and the Everyday 
 
Roland Barthes states that: ‘histories of dress rarely consider anything but royal or 
aristocratic outfits’.49 Whilst the academic turn towards the everyday has had 
some impact upon dress history, the subject of everyday dress has remained 
largely in the shadow of fashionable and elite clothing. This may be reflective of an 
academic bias towards the ‘extraordinary goods’ of society’s upper echelons as 
described by Hamling and Richardson. Taylor highlights dress history’s intense 
bias towards ‘the most glamorous levels of clothing production – the garments of 
the top 0.5 per cent wealthy of Europe and the USA’. She describes this bias and 
lack of interest as ‘a scandal’.  Rachel Worth reiterated this critique, emphasizing 
that the ‘primary focus of the dress historian and fashion commentator’ has been 
on high-end fashion and specific elite fashion designers.50 The overlooking of 
everyday dress is partly due to the obvious aesthetic attractions and allure of 
fashionable dress. There is also a tension between notions of ‘fashion’ and the 
everyday (can fashion ever be truly ‘everyday’?) to consider. Equally, the oversight 
is due to a lack of surviving everyday garments to be found in museum collections 
- everyday dress has not been considered worth preserving and has often been 
discarded or simply worn to destruction. As discussed in the introduction to this 
thesis, historians including Ewing, Styles, Lemire, Wilson, Cunnington and Taylor 
have published works that focus upon British and English everyday dress. Ewing’s 
work traces everyday dress between 1650 and 1900, whilst Styles focuses upon 
‘ordinary’ dress during the long eighteenth century, avoiding the increasing 
complexities and closer links between the everyday and fashion that developed 
throughout the twentieth century with the arrival of the widespread mass-
production of clothing.51 Similarly, Lemire’s focus is upon the English clothing 
trades between 1660 and 1800, specifically ‘not those of the court tailors and 
																																																								
49 Roland Barthes, “History and Sociology of Clothing: Some Methodological 
Observations,” in The Language of Fashion: Roland Barthes, trans. Andy Stafford, 
eds. Andy Stafford and Michael Carter (Oxford: Berg, 2006), 5.  
50 Rachel Worth, Fashion for the People: A History of Clothing at Marks and 
Spencer (Oxford: Berg, 2007), 1-2. 
51 Elizabeth Ewing, Everyday Dress 1650-1900 (London: B.T. Batsford Ltd., 1989). 
John Styles, The Dress of the People: Everyday Fashion in Eighteenth Century 
England (London: Yale University Press, 2008). 
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fashionable modistes’.52 Wilson and Taylor’s Through the Looking Glass seeks to 
‘reject’ dress history’s traditional and uncritical overemphasis of elite and haute 
couture dress and instead cast light on the dress of ‘ordinary women and men’.53 
Whilst these studies are significant and necessary, it remains true that everyday 
dress has not been subjected to the same amount of rigorous object-based 
analysis found in accounts of high fashion and elite dress. 
 
Worth covered the history of the production, consumption and retailing of mass 
produced clothing during the twentieth century, specifically with a focus upon mass 
produced fashion in her detailed account of the historical development of the 
multiple clothing retailer, Marks and Spencer. Worth argues that the rise of mass-
produced clothing and clothing multiples during the twentieth century altered the 
meaning of the term ‘fashion’ by creating the concept of ‘high street fashion’.54 
Mackrell and Ewing’s History of Twentieth Century Fashion also provides an 
account of the spread of ready-to-wear and wholesale clothing during the inter-war 
period. Mackrell and Ewing describe how this period was marked by a shift away 
from ‘hard-wearing and “safe’’ garments – those that were neither ‘drastically out 
of fashion but never really in it’ – towards inexpensive and constantly updating 
fashionable dress.55 Yet this mass-produced clothing was by no means equal to 
couture, in terms of both quality and fashionability. Ewing referred to the 
experiences of Julian Lee - a mid-range fashion producer, working during the 
1920s and 30s, who recalled that ‘popular fashion…was still one season behind 
couture’.56  Whilst this lag in the popularization of high fashion holds true in some 
respects today, the implicity subservient relationship between popular fashion and 
high fashion, which Lemire refers to as the ‘monocausal theory of emulation’, is 
open to critique and challenge.57   
 																																																								
52 Beverly Lemire, Dress, Culture and Commerce: The English Clothing Trade 
Before the Factory 1660-1800 (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 1997), 1. 
53 Elizabeth Wilson and Lou Taylor, Through the Looking Glass (London: BBC 
Books, 1989), 12. 
54 Worth, Fashion for the People, 5. 
55 Elizabeth Ewing and Alice Mackrell, History of Twentieth Century Fashion, 
Fourth Edition (London: Batsford, 2008), 119. 
56 Ibid., 126. 
57 Lemire, Dress, Culture and Commerce, 3. 
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One of the ways in which clothing is differentiated is through fashion. As 
Kawamura explains: 
 
The terms ‘fashion’ and ‘clothing’ tend to be used synonymously, but while 
fashion conveys a number of different social meanings, clothing is the 
generic raw materials of what a person wears. The term ‘fashion’ in English 
stands out from other words, such as clothes, garment, attire, garb, apparel 
and costume, which are often referred to in relation to fashion.58 
 
Kawamura explains that fashion ‘stands out’ through a complex system of 
‘invisible elements included in clothing’. In his study of blue jeans in London, Miller 
proposes that blue jeans are the zenith of everyday clothing. He argues that jeans 
are ‘post-semiotic’ in as much as they mark ‘nothing other than their 
ordinariness’.59). Gronow and Warde find fashion to be inherently at odds with the 
concept of ‘ordinary’, describing the consumption of clothing to be 
‘extraordinary’.60 However, Styles felt it appropriate to call his work The Dress of 
the People: Everyday Fashion in Eighteenth-Century England, suggesting a 
harmonious combination of fashion and the everyday during the industrial 
revolution. Buckley and Clarke locate fashion within the everyday, describing 
fashion as ‘being at the intersection of the personal and the social’.61 Such a 
statement is problematic, as it ignores the vast yet subtle differences in the style of 
blue jeans. Whilst the garments and objects contained within the Hodson Shop 
Collection are not ‘postsemiotic’, they are undeniably ordinary. They are not elite 
or glamorous or spectacular; they are affordable mass-produced garments (yet 
there is some evidence of fashion to be found. 
 
It is straightforward to assert that clothing is ‘everyday’ on the grounds that almost 
every person on earth wears some form of it on a daily basis. However, it is when 																																																								
58 Yuniya Kawamura, Fashion-ology: An Introduction to Fashion Studies (Oxford: 
Berg, 2005) 3. 
59 Daniel Miller, “Anthropology in Blue Jeans,” American Ethnologist 37, no. 3 
(2010): 421. 
60 Jukka Gronow and Alan Warde, introduction to Ordinary Consumption, eds. 
Jukka Gronow and Alan Warde (London: Routledge, 2001), 3-4. 
61 Buckley and Clarke, “Conceptualising Fashion in Everyday Lives,” 28. 
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considering the matter of ‘some form’ that the problems with this assertion begin to 
emerge. Although a dichotomy of everyday/elite clothing has become apparent, it 
is also the case that, for a very small number of people, haute couture and high 
fashion clothing are a part of their everyday life (see the discussion of Isabella 
Blow: Fashion Galore! in chapter six). Yet to call such clothing everyday would be 
misleading if using the term as synonymous with ‘ordinary’ or in any way ‘common’ 
or popular. Just as Lefebvre argued that ‘everything is historical though not equally 
so’, all clothing can be viewed as everyday, though not equally so. It is perhaps 
the process of dressing the body (see chapter six) that is everyday rather than the 
garments used in such a process.  
 
Recently, fashion has co-opted the visual language of the everyday, most notably 
in the anti-style movement ‘normcore’, which Vogue describes as ‘the notion of 
dressing in an utterly conventional, nondescript way’.62 Such a trend is obviously 
and intentionally at odds with definitions of fashion that propose fashion as always 
spectacular and even phantasmagorical.  It could be argued that everyday dress 
serves to disrupt the orderly narratives of high fashion, especially when 
considering the border zone in which much everyday dress resides – between 
fashion and commodity. The following case study of a rust-coloured drop waist 
dress from the Hodson Shop Collection exemplifies this border zone, as it holds 
evidence of both fashion and commodity; traces of the spectacular whilst also 
appearing undeniably mundane. 
Case Study 3: The Drop Waist Dress HSW29 
 
The Drop Waist Dress (fig. 37) is rust-coloured rayon day dress from around 1929. 
It is size ‘44’ and has a drop waist with a fabric belt with a Bakelite buckle. There 
are four plastic tortoiseshell buttons arranged vertically to the left of the square 
neckline. The dress fabric is in good condition, although the machine-stitched hem 																																																								
62 Aimee Farrell, “Meet Norma Normcore,” Vogue, March 21, 2014, accessed 
January 21, 2016, http://www.vogue.co.uk/news/2014/03/21/normcore-fashion-
vogue---definition.  
The normcore movement received mainstream attention in 2014, most notably 
following the Chanel Autumn/Winter 2014 fashion show that featured models 
dressed in trainers and tracksuits whilst walking through a Chanel branded 
supermarket.  
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and contrast stitch detailing is uneven and poorly finished throughout the garment; 
there are loose threads at waist, neckline and left underarm.  
 
The dropped waist of the dress is evidence of the fashionable 1920s silhouette. 
The Dictionary of Fashion History entry for ‘drop waist’ states: 
 
The natural waistline is challenged periodically by fashion designs and the 
drop waist, which is below the natural line, was a feature of 1920s clothing 
and was occasionally revived at later dates.63 
 
This description touches upon the confrontational aspect of the drop waist – it 
‘challenged’ numerous expectations of how a woman’s body should be dressed. 
Some are quick to link the dropped waist and the decade’s androgynous silhouette 
to the emancipation of women, though Wilson and Taylor debunk this ‘myth’, 
arguing that it ‘may have contributed to a subjective feeling of emancipation’.64 
What cannot be disputed is that the 1920s fashion for simple styles allowed for 
easier mass production of garments. Ready-made fashion became more 
accessible and affordable. The Drop Waist Dress is a vivid illustration of this. 
 
Whilst the dress has some ‘fashionable’ features, it appears decidedly mundane to 
modern eyes. The rayon fabric is a drab rust/terracotta shade. Rayon was 
invented in 1912 and was used primarily for stockings. It was initially referred to as 
‘art’ silk as it was used as an artificial substitute for the more expensive natural 
silk. It was renamed rayon in 1924 as it became widely used to manufacture other 
forms of mass produced clothing.65 The artificiality of the fabric gives the garment 
a look of ‘cheapness’ which, when combined with the uneven stitching, is 
suggestive of a lack of artistry or flair typically associated with fashionable dress. 
Like the Sock Parcel, the Drop Waist Dress is not unique within the collection – 
there is a navy version of the same dress in the same size. 
 																																																								
63 Valerie Cumming, C.W. Cunnington and P.E. Cunnington, The Dictionary of 
Fashion History (Oxford: Berg, 2010), 71. 
64 Wilson and Taylor, Through the Looking Glass, 89. 
65 Cumming, Cunnington and Cunnington, The Dictionary of Fashion History, 266. 
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The Drop Waist Dress is evidence of the duality of some of the garments within 
the Hodson Shop Collection. They occupy the realm of fashion to a point yet 
remain distinctly mundane. The dress can perhaps be considered as epitomizing 
Ewing’s ‘safe’ style of dress – neither drastically outmoded nor especially 
fashionable.66 It may not be of enormous value to a traditional fashion historian as 
it lacks refinement, artistry and any other spectacular qualities yet it is valuable to 
dress historians in terms of the evidence it provides of the mass production of 
clothing and the often-overlooked dress of working and lower-middle class women 
during the 1920s. It is possible that the dress’ value lies in its being fully liberated 
from the term ‘fashion’ but rather as ‘clothing’ or ‘dress’, which Kawamura 
described as ‘the raw materials from which fashion is formed’.67 
  
																																																								
66 Ewing, History of Twentieth Century Dress, 119. 
67 Kawamura, Fashion-ology, 3. 
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Figure 37: Image by Walsall Museum, Rust-coloured Drop-Waist Day Dress (HSW29) - The Hodson Shop 
Collection, Walsall Museum. Image undated, digital colour photograph. From Walsall Museum's collection. 
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High Fashion and Everyday Dress in Museums 
 
A feature in the March 2015 edition of Museums Journal stated that ‘exhibitions 
about fashion are all the rage’, reflecting the growth in popularity and visibility of 
fashionable clothing in British museums.68 The article was written in light of a 
number of high profile fashion exhibitions including the V&A’s Alexander 
McQueen: Savage Beauty (14 March – 2 August, 2015) and the Bowes Museum’s 
Yves Saint Laurent: Style is Eternal (11 July – 8 November, 2015). These 
exhibitions focused explicitly upon clothing designed by an individual, with an 
emphasis upon their singular vision and talent. Garments on display were 
elaborate, many lifted straight from the catwalk and often handcrafted. These high 
budget exhibitions offered immersive and visually rich experiences for visitors. 
Such focus upon the spectacle of the high fashion exhibition raises issues around 
the value and place of everyday dress in museums and exhibitions. 
 
Within both Savage Beauty and Style is Eternal, the personality of the designer 
was central to the exhibition’s narrative – text, images (including sketches), video 
and audio were used to reinforce the link between creation and creator. It was 
possible to trace the origins of the garment to a notable individual. When dealing 
with mass-produced clothing, such as the Hodson Shop Collection, designers and 
makers are often unidentifiable (with the exception of a brand name). This is 
indicative of a form of anonymity in everyday dress, one that is amplified by the 
unworn nature of the Hodson Shop Collection. Many of the garments on display at 
both exhibitions were highly adorned. There was as a razor clam shell-encrusted 
dress taken from McQueen’s notorious 2001 Voss collection and an intricately 
beaded Yves Saint Laurent cape (1988), inspired by the artist Georges Braque. 
Other, seemingly simple garments were presented in terms of the deftness of the 
tailoring and complexity of their construction. The McQueen exhibition opened with 
a number of tailored garments, displayed to emphasise McQueen’s skills as a 
tailor. Style is Eternal featured an atelier area, in which toiles of couture garments 
were displayed, alongside sketches and information about Saint Laurent’s creative 
																																																								
68 Florence Waters, “The Clothes Shows,” Museums Journal, March, 2015, 24. 
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process.69 Craft and skill were integral to both exhibitions, with the process being 
intimately connected to an individual. As The Observer’s Rachel Cooke stated, the 
garments displayed in Savage Beauty were ‘as close to being works of art as 
fashion ever comes’.70 The relationship between fashion and art was a key theme 
of Style is Eternal, with pieces on display inspired by Braque and Mondrian.71 
 
Everyday dress received limited attention in the March 2015 Museums Journal 
article, although a brief mention was made of the ‘richness’ of regional museum 
collections and their role in national exhibitions. Donna Loveday, curator of the 
Design Museum’s Women, Fashion, Power exhibition was quoted as saying: 
 
Because of the 10-month time scale, we missed some national museum 
loan deadlines 
 
I started going to look at regional museum collections and found they had 
everything we needed for this show.  
 
I wasn’t aware of the richness of the material in some of those collections. 
The majority of corsets and undergarments on display for example, come 
from the Leicestershire Museum and nicely illustrate subtle changes in 
design evolution.72 
 
This evidence of ‘subtle changes’ in design can be viewed as a positive advantage 
of collections of everyday dress, as opposed to the seismic seasonal shifts that 
characterize high fashion. The Hodson Shop Collection, whilst displaying some 
fashionable traits, can be viewed as charting such gradual shifts and intermediate 
stages of design evolution. The transition from the severe and scant wartime 																																																								
69 A toile is a prototype of a garment, typically used by couturiers, made from 
cheaper fabric in order to test the fit and construction of a garment. 
70 Rachel Cooke, “Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty review – superficially 
magnificent,” The Observer, March 15, 2015, accessed February 10, 2016, 
http://www.theguardian.com/fashion/2015/mar/15/alexander-mcqueen-savage-
beauty-v-and-a-review-observer-awe-and-unease. 
71 Yves Saint Laurent’s colour-block Mondrian cocktail dress (1965) was used on 
the cover of Museums Journal, March 2015. 
72 Waters, “The Clothes Shows,” 29. 
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austerity silhouette to the fuller skirted defined waist silhouette of the 1950s 
highlights this. Fig. 38 shows HSW069, an early utility CC41 day dress made from 
grey twill cotton dating from around 1941  - the first year of the CC41 scheme. The 
cut is simple, neat and efficient, with a pussy bow neckline, slightly flared skirt and 
shallow central inverted pleat. Whilst there are some decorative touches to the 
garment, it is apparent that it has been designed to make best use of a strictly 
limited amount of fabric. Fig. 39 shows a spun rayon day dress (HSW095), 
manufactured by Courtaulds in around 1950. The dress maintains the neat and 
simple cut that characterised utility clothing, whilst also holding evidence of 
increasing abundance and optimism. The diagonal pairs of buttons, the flowing 
gored skirt and wide revers indicate a shift towards a more modern, free and 
playful style of dress. Finally, fig. 40 shows a cotton floral day dress from circa 
1955 (HSW101), in which the classic, ‘New Look’ inspired 1950s silhouette is 
apparent. The full-skirt emphasises the defined waist whilst the floral print provides 
a sense of frivolity and optimism. These three dresses show a gradual style 
transition and slower paced ‘design evolution’ rather than a rapid fashion 
transformation. 
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Figure 38: Image by Walsall Museum, Grey Cotton Twill Utility Day Dress with Pussy Bow Neckline 
(HSW069) – The Hodson Shop Collection, Walsall Museum, undated, digital colour photograph. From Walsall 
Museum’s collection. 
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Figure 39: Image by Walsall Museum, Spun rayon 1950s day dress by Courtaulds (HSW095) – The Hodson 
Shop Collection, Walsall Museum, undated, digital colour photograph. From Walsall Museum’s collection. 
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Figure 40: Image by Walsall Museum, Cotton print day dress (HSW101) – The Hodson Shop Collection, 
Walsall Museum, undated, digital colour photograph. From Walsall Museum’s collection. 
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Alternatives to the Everyday 
 
Much as the ‘unworn’ character of the Hodson Shop Collection can be reframed as 
‘deadstock’ (see chapter six), this chapter has raised a number of alternative 
(though related) terms that may be more helpful when considering the everyday 
nature of the collection. Terms such as ‘ordinary’, ‘mass-produced’, ‘non-elite’ or 
‘working-class’ or even the seemingly throwaway term ‘things’ are synonyms for 
‘everyday’ or, as is the case with deadstock, are related to the production, retailing 
or end consumer of the items.  
 
Discussion around theories of the everyday reveals several common terms used 
either as synonymous to or alongside ‘everyday’. As Roberts identified, conflating 
such words with everyday is problematic.73 They all include levels of subjectivity 
that makes them of limited use when attempting to apply them to the Hodson Shop 
Collection. Ordinary is the clearest examples of this problem – the ordinariness, 
much like the everydayness, of the collection is dependent on time, place and 
experience of the beholder. The object case studies have highlighted that whilst an 
object can appear ordinary, accession to a museum challenges any claim to 
‘ordinariness’. ‘Popular’ and ‘common’ suggest wide adoption and consumption of 
such goods. Whilst is it follows that affordable products of mass production would 
be widely adopted caution is required here as it is unclear how widespread the 
types of objects and garments within the collection truly were. Indeed it can be 
argued to be the objects and garments in the collection were not widely 
consumed, as they remained unsold. 
 
Material culture’s use of the term ‘things’ is a helpful way to frame certain everyday 
objects, the types of object that Perec would deem infra-ordinary.74 However, the 
term does not strictly fit when considering clothing, especially garments containing 
evidence of fashion. Things is perhaps best reserved for objects as close to 
Miller’s ‘post-semiotic’ state as possible – utilitarian and mass produced domestic 
objects. 
 																																																								
73 Roberts, Philosophising the Everyday, 1. 
74 Perec, Species of Spaces, 209-211. 
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The term ‘ready-to-wear’ refers to ‘ready made’ garments, which is a technically 
accurate term for the garments within the collection. Yet it is problematic as it can 
only be applied to the clothing element of the collection. Whilst the clothing is the 
most significant part of the collection (in terms of both quality and quantity), the 
beauty, household and haberdashery items within the collection by no means fit 
within this description. There is also the modern usage of the term (often 
abbreviated to ‘R-T-W’) to refer to high-end, though non-couture, designer clothing 
to consider; although the term is factually accurate it has taken on alternative and 
elite connotations. 
 
‘Mass produced’ is perhaps the most valuable alternative to ‘everyday’ as it can be 
applied to all of the objects within the collection. Much as the ‘deadstock’ concept 
helped to remove many of the abstract problems related to the term ‘unworn’, 
mass produced can provide a solution to many of the complexities and 
controversies surrounding the term ‘everyday’. ‘Mass produced’ returns the 
collection to the point of production. It does not rely on an imagined individual into 
whose ‘everyday life’ the object would fit. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
A binary between the spectacular and the everyday has emerged throughout this 
chapter. Those attempting to define the everyday have shifted away from the 
everyday being somehow mutually exclusive to the spectacular. Yet the binary 
view has persisted, in historical and literary accounts of everyday life and, most 
significantly, within dress history and museums, from Hamling and Richardson’s 
observation that museum collections have historically tended to favour the 
extraordinary to Perec urging his readers to turn their attention away from the 
extraordinary to their teaspoons.75 ‘Everyday’ objects can generally be considered 
to already possess extraordinary characteristics or such characteristics can be 
created upon accession into a museum or other collection. It is possible that this 
binary is the result of a class-based hegemony, although it could also be rooted in 																																																								
75 Hamling and Richardson, introduction, 13; Perec, Species of Spaces, 209-211. 
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the more straightforward aesthetic appeal of elite and extraordinary objects. Both 
studies of material culture and dress history have been criticised for overlooking 
the everyday, although an academic turn towards everyday life has gone 
someway towards addressing this imbalance.  
 
Whilst the term ‘mass-produced’ has value when discussing the Hodson Shop 
collection, it does not override any claims of ‘everydayness’. Indeed the collection 
can be described as concurrently ‘mass produced’ and ‘everyday’, although mass 
production is perhaps a less fraught and complex term. This chapter has raised 
key debates around the nature of the everyday and the Hodson Shop Collection’s 
position within the world of the everyday. Any pronouncement of the collection as 
‘everyday’ must include a number of caveats. Firstly, the collection is reflective of a 
past everyday that may not conform to modern definitions of everyday life. 
Secondly, this everyday was, and remains, not universal; it is bound to a highly 
specific and localised group of people: working-to-lower-middle class, white British 
people, who lived in Willenhall and its environs between the 1920s and the 1960s.  
 
Definitions of the everyday as a ‘residual category’ or ‘vast reservoir’ for the 
inconvenient artefacts of life are useful when considering the non-clothing parts of 
the Hodson Shop Collection, domestic objects such as the Halex toothbrush.76 
Whilst clothing is subject to a neophilic drive and vast variance according to class 
and cultural division, ‘things’ remain relatively constant and homogenous. These 
mass produced items can be considered to be largely independent of the subtle 
and coded nuances present in most of the collection’s clothing and museum staff 
consider their value to lie in their function as ‘supporting items’. Hierarchies of 
historical value and the everyday become apparent here: some everyday items 
are considered more historically significant than others and, conversely, historical 
objects can have varying levels of everydayness. This conception of the everyday 
as a spectrum is perhaps more helpful than considering it as an all-or-nothing 
state. 
 
																																																								
76 Featherstone, Undoing Culture, 57; Johnstone, introduction, 12. 
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The everyday nature of the collection’s clothing is open to far greater debate, due 
to the evidence of fashion, in many of its items though Ewing’s description of 
clothing that was ‘fashionable but not too fashionable’ resonates with the types of 
garments in the collection.77 The case study of the drop waist dress provided a 
compelling example of this. 
 
The next chapter will build upon the concepts of ‘unworn’ and ‘everyday’ and 
consider how these qualities have, or have not, manifested in the surface qualities, 
the dirt and decay, of the garments and objects of the Hodson Shop Collection. 
 
																																																								
77 Ewing, History of Twentieth Century Dress, 119. 
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Chapter Eight: Dirt, Damage and Decay 
 
 
 
This chapter focuses on the physical condition of the collection and how this 
condition has been affected by the two defining traits covered in the two previous 
chapters: unworn and everyday. In this chapter, the term ‘condition’ refers to the 
surface qualities of the objects, specifically the impact of dirt, damage and decay 
upon their surface. The chapter considers the meaning and interpretation of dirt, 
damage and decay that has occurred independently of everyday ‘wear and tear’. 
Perspectives on dirt, damage and decay vary widely – they can be considered 
repulsive to the point of sickness or as sentimental reminders of the past. Much 
depends upon their nature and the context in which they are observed. It is also 
possible to interpret dirt, damage and decay as biography – the life story of an 
object inscribed upon its surface. Ponsonby proposes that historical textiles could 
be considered as ‘palimpsest’; a manuscript that has been cleaned and reused, 
with evidence of past lives lingering upon the surface.1 Interpreting dirt, damage 
and decay as biography raises issues around value; degraded objects may have 
lost aesthetic value yet gained biographical value. 
 
As Kelley suggests, the opposition of surface/depth is a frequently occurring 
binary, in which greater value and interest is assumed for the latter part of the 
pairing.2 Such an assumption is flawed as the surface of an object is ‘quite literally, 
the part of the object which comes into contact with the world’.3 It is possible that 
in the museum space ‘depth’ is created for surface through the processes of wear 
and use, assumed status of the object and/or through the resulting construction of 
																																																								
1 Margaret Ponsonby, Faded and Threadbare: The Role of Historic Textiles in 
Houses Open to the Public (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2015), 167-196. 
2 Victoria Kelley, “A Superficial Guide to the Deeper Meaning of Surface,” in 
Surface Tensions: Surface, Finish and the Meaning of Objects, eds. Glenn 
Adamson and Victoria Kelley (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2013), 
13. 
3 Chris Caple, Objects: Reluctant Witnesses to the Past (Abingdon: Routledge, 
2006), Kindle edition.
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an object biography ‘inscribed’ upon the surface.4 Clothing is a form of surface and 
its status as worn/unworn or spectacular/everyday impacts directly upon the 
surface of the garment. As a collection predominantly comprised of clothing, the 
Hodson Shop Collection is an aesthetic, or ‘surface’, concern – it was intended to 
dress the body.  
 
Although unused, many garments from the Hodson Shop Collection are in some 
way dirty or show evidence of decay upon their surface. The dirt has been 
attributed to the industrial ‘Black Country grime’ – the ‘soot and grime from the 
factories roundabout’ in Willenhall during the early and mid twentieth century.5 
Decay is often attributed to the poor storage conditions at 54 New Road and the 
inevitable destructive effect of the passage of time upon vulnerable textile items.6 
Dirt, damage and decay present conflicting meanings to museum staff and visitors: 
they provide tangible evidence of the object’s past life, history and biography whilst 
also being a potential barrier between the visitor and the object. In the museum 
space, dirt is at once unpalatable and sacred. Dirt, damage and decay can 
captivate and repel in equal measure. 
 
This chapter seeks to bring together theory and discourse around dirt, damage 
and decay and apply it to the Hodson Shop Collection; in doing so, an assessment 
will be made as to how helpful such theoretical frameworks are when attempting to 
understand the nature and biography of the collection. The findings of object 
analysis will be used to provide an overview of the condition and levels of dirt, 
damage and decay present within the research sample. Interviews and focus 
group findings will be used to establish how museum staff and visitors respond to 
dirty, decayed and damaged items. The focus will be upon clothing and fashion 
accessories from the collection, although personal hygiene and 
grooming/cosmetics items will also be considered. These are especially revealing 																																																								
4 Victoria Kelley, “The Interpretation of Surface: Boundaries, Systems and their 
Transgression in Clothing and Domestic Textiles, c1880-1939,” Textile: The 
Journal of Cloth and Culture 7, no. 2 (2009): 219. 
5 Sheila Shreeve, “The Hodson Shop,” Costume 48, no. 1 (2014): 83; Sheila 
Shreeve (Honorary Curator of Costume and Textiles, Walsall Museum Service), 
interview with the author, Oct 3 2013, Sutton Coldfield. 
6 Ibid.  
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because of their intimate connection with the human body. The phrase ‘surface 
qualities’ will be used interchangeably throughout the chapter to refer to dirt, 
damage and decay. Please note that no chemical analysis of surface deposits or 
fibres was conducted within this research due to limited resources – this is 
suggested and discussed in greater depth as an area of future, fruitful study in the 
conclusion. 
 
The first section of this chapter will distinguish and define concepts of dirt, damage 
and decay. These will be positioned alongside the characteristics of ‘unworn’ and 
‘everyday’, in terms of how an accumulation these characteristics may have 
impacted upon the biography and status of the Hodson Shop Collection. The value 
of these surface qualities as historical evidence will also be considered as well as 
meanings and explanations that have been applied to them. Section two provides 
quantitative analysis of the surface condition of the Hodson Shop items included in 
the research sample, with a view to creating an overview of the level of dirt, 
damage and decay within the collection. Section three will consider surface 
qualities in the context of the everyday, with the view to establishing whether they 
are an accepted and inevitable part of everyday life and, if so, the attitudes society 
has expressed towards the phenomena. In treating surface condition as a form of 
biography, the condition of the Hodson Shop Collection should cast light upon the 
everyday life of 54 New Road, at least in terms of the environmental conditions.  
 
The third section will examine the relationship between dirt, damage and decay 
and bodily wear. The presence of one or more of these qualities upon the surface 
of clothing is most often related to wear and constructs a form of embodied 
biography, yet the Hodson Shop Collection’s dirt is of a different nature. It will 
consider how such surface qualities as biography have become desirable and 
valorised in the retail environment, though this has not historically been the case. 
As raised in chapter six, the relationship between clothing, the body and biography 
is complex and gains further complexity in the museum space. In section four, dirt, 
damage and decay will be positioned within the museum environment. Matters of 
conservation and preservation will be raised and the impact of such interventions 
upon object biography will be assessed. The positive potential of these surface 
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qualities within museums will be examined alongside museum staff and visitor 
perceptions and attitudes.   
 
Defining Dirt, Damage and Decay 
 
Dirt, damage and decay are entwined yet distinct phenomena. Decay can result in 
dirt and dirt can hasten the process of decay, yet the presence of dirt and decay 
upon the surface of a material manifests in different ways and through different 
environmental conditions and mechanical or biological processes. 7There is similar 
symbiotic relationship between damage and dirt/decay.  
 
‘Dirty’ is the opposite to ‘clean’ and Leddy suggess that humans are conditioned 
from childhood to ‘privilege “neat” and clean over “messy” and “dirty”’.8 Smith built 
upon this privileging by suggesting that: ‘a dense mass of human history clusters 
around the belief that dirt is “bad”, and that dirt removal (cleansing) is always 
“good”.9 Such hierarchical binaries have been explored in Chapters Six and Seven 
of this thesis. Much like clean/dirty, worn/unworn and spectacular/everyday are 
oppositional pairings in which greater status is granted to the former part, as 
Kelley has stated regarding the depth/surface pairing.10 Derrida proposes that 
such oppositions were not the ‘peaceful co-existence of a vis-à-vis’, but rather a 
‘violent hierarchy’ in which one term is always subservient to the other.11 Following 
this reasoning, the most valued historical garment would be worn, spectacular and 
clean, whilst the least valued would be unworn, everyday and dirty. Such logic 
would dictate that the Hodson Shop Collection should be viewed as subservient to, 
and of lower value than, collections of worn, spectacular and clean clothing. Yet 
this straightforward clean/dirty axiological binary has been challenged. In her 
classic anthropological study, Purity and Danger, Douglas suggests that dirt could 
be considered as ‘matter out of place’; a neutral phenomenon abstracted from 																																																								
7 Caple, Objects, Kindle edition. 
8 Thomas Leddy, “Everyday Surface Aesthetic Qualities: ‘Neat’, ‘Messy’, ‘Clean’, 
‘Dirty,” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 53, no. 3 (1995): 260. 
9 Virginia Smith, Clean: A History of Personal Hygiene and Purity (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2007), 8. 
10 Kelley, “A Superficial Guide to the Meaning of Surface,” 13. 
11 Jacques Derrida, Positions, trans. Alan Bass (London: The Athlone Press, 
1981), 41. 
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‘pathogenicity and hygiene’.12 Douglas posed the question: ‘are there any people 
who really confuse the sacred and the unclean?’. Whilst Douglas concluded that to 
do so was ‘outright nonsense’, the question remains pertinent to chapter six’s 
discussion of dress history and ‘sacred dirt’. It can be argued that ‘sacred dirt’ is an 
example of the confusion of the sacred and unclean. 
 
What unites dirt, damage and decay on a physical level is that they all manifest 
upon the surface of the object or garment. They also alter what Taylor describes 
as the ‘fibre properties’ of a textile, often to its detriment.13 Caple considers dirt, 
damage and decay to be forms of historical evidence. Caple’s three categories of 
‘evidence’ are: deposits, physical damage and decay. ‘Deposit’ is the closest to 
generally accepted definitions of ‘dirt’ – material that gathers on the surface of, or 
is absorbed into, the surface. Physical damage consists of scratches and 
markings, whilst decay is the physical manifestation of the ‘chemical reaction 
between the object and the surrounding environment’, including light exposure, 
oxidization or biological organisms.14 Caple’s definitions are used throughout this 
chapter and in the following analysis of dirt, decay and damage within the Hodson 
Shop Collection. 
 
Distinguishing between dirt, damage and decay is not always straightforward as 
appearances and manifestations can be misleading or manifold. Mould or mildew 
may be forms of decay yet, to the non-expert eye, their appearance is very similar 
to surface dirt. Rust is, again, decay yet it also produces what Caple refers to as 
‘decay products’ in the form of residues that collect on the surface of an object that 
makes contact with the rusting part, so rust is both decay and dirt.15  
 
Dirty, damaged and decayed objects are often considered unpalatable and best 
avoided. In his discussion of beautiful objects, the eighteenth-century philosopher 
Edmund Burke cited ‘smoothness’ to be a ‘quality so essential to beauty, that I do 
not now recollect anything beautiful that is not smooth’. ‘Broken and rugged’ 																																																								
12 Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger (London: Routledge, 1966), 35. 
13 Marjorie A. Taylor, Technology of Textile Properties (Odiham: Forbes 
Publications, 1990), 10-27. 
14 Caple, Objects, Kindle edition. 
15 Ibid. 
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surfaces were considered to render an object no longer pleasing.16 Mary M. 
Brooks relates this aversion to the lengths taken to avoid evidence of decay upon 
that ‘most personal of sites – our own bodies’, raising the possibility that damage, 
decay and, to a lesser extent, dirty objects serve as a reminder of dead bodies - 
what Brooks considered to be ‘the ultimate evidence of the destructive effect of 
time’.17 The association between the body, death and dirt and decay will be 
considered later in this chapter. Yet damage, dirt and decay cannot be dismissed 
as solely undesirable traits; Brooks argues they can be regarded positively in 
some contexts, as.18 They can also function as conduits for object biography and 
history.  
 
Further evidence of the positive connotations of dirt, damage and decay can be 
found in Benjamin’s description of the rag picker. In The Arcades Project, 
Benjamin identified the Baudelairean figure of a rag picker, who catalogued and 
collected everything that ‘the great city has cast off, everything it has lost, and 
discarded, and broken’.19 Schwarz describes how Benjamin believed history could 
be told through waste: 
 
Like a poor and burdened man cleverly picking through the rubbish of the 
previous day, the materialist historian selects from amongst all that is 
disregarded and from the residues of history.20 
 
																																																								
16 Edmund Burke, “A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the 
Sublime and the Beautiful,” in The Works of the Right Honourable Edmund Burke, 
Vol. 1, (London: John C. Nimmo, 1887) accessed March 1, 2015, 
http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/15043. 
17 Mary M. Brooks, “Decay, Conservation and the Making of Meaning Through 
Museum Objects,” in Ways of Making and Knowing: The Material Culture of 
Empirical Knowledge, eds. Pamela Smith et al. (Ann Arbor: The University of 
Michigan Press, 2014), 383-384. 
18 Ibid., 377-404. 
19 Walter Benjamin, “10.4 Notes and materials for the arcades project (1928-
1940),” in Walter Benjamin’s Archives: Images, Texts, Signs, eds. Ursula Marx et 
al. (London: Verso, 2007), 261-262. 
20 Michael Schwarz, “Rag Picking: The Arcades Project,” in Walter Benjamin’s 
Archives: Images, Texts, Signs, eds. Ursula Marx et al. (London: Verso, 2007), 
252-253. 
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The value of dirt, damage and decay lies in their ability to provide ‘new 
perspectives on history’.21 Brooks’ and Benjamin’s positive reframing of dirt, 
damage and decay challenge the violent hierarchies that potentially subordinate 
the Hodson Shop Collection. In viewing the dirt, damage and decay that is present 
as ‘residues of history’, value is gained. The following section will consider the 
presence and nature of dirt, damage and decay within a sample of 52 items from 
the Hodson Shop Collection and consider what perspectives and information 
about the historical biography of the collection can be ascertained from these. 
 
 
The Surface Condition of the Hodson Shop Collection 
 
This section will assess the surface condition of a sample of 52 objects/garments 
from the Hodson Shop Collection and two items related to the Hodson Shop 
Collection although accessioned into Walsall Museum’s Community History 
Collection. The criteria for assessing the condition of objects and garments 
involved close physical examination of the object/garment. Evidence of the surface 
qualities shown in Table 8 were noted: 
 
Table 8: Surface qualities considered when assessing the surface condition of the sample 
Dirt Damage Decay 
• Deposits on the object 
surface  
o Decay products 
such as rust transfer  
o General dust, dirt 
and grime  
o Lint build up 
 
• Tearing and 
rips 
• Scratched  
• Holes  
• Evidence of 
repair 
• Deterioration or 
disintegration of 
materials 
• Discolouration of 
materials 
• Mould/mildew 
 
 
 
The presence of any of these ‘surface qualities’ was recorded, along with a 
general assessment of the object’s condition; these assessments ranged from 
‘poor’ (damage, decay and dirt all present) to ‘excellent/pristine’, with the final 
classification only being applied in cases where no evidence of dirt, damage or 																																																								
21 Ibid. 
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decay was visibly and physically observable. ’Fair’ was used to describe objects 
displaying two of the surface qualities detailed in Table 8, whilst ‘good’ was applied 
to objects only exhibiting one of the surface qualities.  
 
This measure of condition did not attempt to gauge the levels of the three surface 
qualities present, so in some cases an object may have only possessed slight 
evidence of the characteristic(s). For this reason, an initial assessment of the 
object condition, based on subjective first impressions will be provided. In some 
cases this is in line with the quantitative data. Flaws such as loose threads and 
stitching errors were not included in the assessment of condition as it was difficult 
to determine whether they were the result of damage or, more likely, errors in the 
manufacturing process. Creasing was also excluded (except when dirt and/or 
discolouration had occurred alongside the creasing) due to the difficulties in 
distinguishing what was a consequence of museum storage and pre-museum 
storage. The inevitability of creasing in the current storage conditions was also a 
factor in this omission. 
 
Some of the Hodson Shop Collection items have multiple ‘layers of surface’; these 
are items that are packaged, such as cosmetics, hosiery, underwear and 
household items. The packaging often obscured the nature of the contents (as 
described in Chapter Seven, Case Study Two: The Sock Parcel) as well as 
potentially protected it. In these cases, the object/garment was considered as a 
whole, comprised of both the contents and the packaging. Within the sample, 21 
objects could be considered ‘packaged’ and thus possessing multiple ‘layers of 
surface’.  Table 9 lists these packaged objects along with details of where the dirt, 
damage and/or decay were observed – either on the packaging or the product 
itself. The evidence shows that packaging did not always fully protect the inner 
product, with only 8 out of 21 packaged objects containing a ‘pristine’ inner 
product. In the case of two packaged objects, the inner product was unobservable 
and therefore it was impossible to gauge its condition. The remaining 11 objects 
had dirty, damaged and/or decayed packaging and inner product. It is apparent 
that environmental factors permeated the packaging, although this may either 
have been due to the quality and appropriateness of packaging materials, hostile 
environmental conditions or a combination of both. Time is also a significant factor 
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to consider here, although the evidence does not show any correlation between 
age and the condition of the inner product. The nylon tricot gloves (HSW1049) 
appear to have been opened deliberately, due to the position and ‘completeness’ 
of a tear in the packaging.  
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Table 9: Packaged items within sample 
Item # Item Name Approx. 
Date 
Description of 
dirt/damage/decay 
HST41 Bourjois rouge 1920s-30s Packaging decayed. Inner 
product damaged. 
HST114 Cussons talc and bath cubes 1950s Packaging dirty and decayed. 
Condition of inner product not 
observable. 
HST135 Halex toothbrush 1940s Packaging dirty. Inner product 
decayed and damaged. 
HST42.5 Face powder, Potter and 
Moore 
1940s Packaging decayed and 
damaged. Inner product 
pristine. 
HSH272 Mending wool* Unclear Pristine packaging or product. 
HSH262 Box of reels of sewing 
threads 
1920s-30s Packaging damaged and 
decayed. Inner product 
pristine. 
H5.3 Buttons* Not clear Packaging decayed. Product 
pristine. 
H358 Embroidery thread* Not clear Packaging and product 
decayed 
H354.2 Cut skein* Not clear Packaging decayed. Product 
pristine. 
H355.2 Cut skein* Not clear Packaging decayed. Product 
pristine. 
HSH386.4 Knitting wool* 1930s Packaging damaged and 
decayed. Product pristine. 
HSH31 Plastic buttons* 1940s-50s Packaging decayed and 
damaged. Product dirty. 
HSC6 Child's Utility vest 1950s TBC 
HSJ41.1 
and .2 
Child's knitted wool coat set 1930s Packaging dirty, damaged 
and decayed. Product 
pristine. 
HSW228 V-neck cardigan c.1939 Packaging damaged and 
decayed. Product decayed. 
HSC102 Children's sock parcel c.1935 Packaging dirty and 
damaged. Inner product 
unobservable. 
HSW1097 Art. silk and cotton stockings* 1930s Packaging and product 
decayed. 
HSW1329 Handkerchiefs c.1950 Packaging dirty, damaged 
and decayed. Inner product 
decayed. 
HSW1337 Plastic earrings* 1950s Packaging is dirty and 
decayed. Product is decayed.  
HSW1380 Bead earrings* 1950s Packaging is dirty. Product is 
dirty, damaged and decayed. 
HSW1049 Nylon tricot gloves 1950s Packaging is dirty, damaged 
and decayed. Inner product  
pristine. 
 * Indicates items where the ‘product’ was exposed/mounted on 
packaging as opposed to wholly wrapped or encased in packaging 
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Table 10 shows that dirt and decay were the most prevalent surface qualities 
within the sample as a whole. Tracing the origins and causes of this dirt and decay 
is a complex task, although it is possible to speculate that the conditions in which 
the shop stock and then ‘collection’ were stored prior to accession to Walsall 
Museum had some impact upon the surface of the objects – both in terms of how 
the objects were stored by the Hodson sisters and how they were stored between 
1983 and 1993 (see chapter five for further detail on this). Half of the items 
showed evidence of damage. Attributing a cause for this lack of damage is also 
difficult, though it is perhaps due to a lack of physical handling whilst in storage at 
both 54 New Road and Walsall Museum.  
 
Table 10: Evidence of dirt, decay and damage in sample of 54 items 
Items showing evidence of 
dirt (deposits) 
Items showing evidence of 
decay 
Items showing evidence of 
damage 
29 39 27 
54% 72% 50% 
 
	
Chart 7: Number of sample items showing evidence of dirt, damage or decay 
 
29 
39 
27 
Items showing evidence of dirt 
(deposits) 
Items showing evidence of 
decay 
Items showing evidence of 
damage 
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Table 11 shows the results of the objective assessment of the objects/garments. 
Although a slight majority of the items showed evidence of dirt and/or decay, there 
remained six objects (11% of sample) without any evidence of dirt, damage and/or 
decay – these items can be considered to be in excellent/pristine condition. These 
objects are: a 1940s rayon headsquare, a 1940s Venetian scene apron, a c.1929 
drop waist dress, a c.1943 utility wool jersey skirt, an undated card of mending 
wool and a pair of 1920s knickers. Twelve objects (22% of sample) showed 
evidence of dirt, damage and decay, meaning that they were in poor condition. 
These objects are: nylon tricot gloves (in this case, the packaging was the cause 
of the ‘poor’ classification), a pair of 1950s bead earrings, a pair of synthetic 
leather slippers, a packaged Halex toothbrush, a 1920s corset, some plastic 
buttons, two feather arrangements, a 1930s child’s knitted coat set, a box of 
handkerchiefs, a ‘Wendy Wool’ shade card, a rayon belt and a 1950s plastic 
handbag. Both the ‘excellent’ and ‘poor’ condition objects come from a range of 
decades, suggesting that the condition of an object is not strictly determined by 
age alone, for example, an object from the 1920s, such as the knickers was in 
better condition than the handbag from the 1950s. 
 
Table 11: Objective quantitative assessment of object condition:  
Poor Fair Good  Excellent 
12 22 14 6 
22% 41% 26% 11% 
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Chart 8: Objective condition assessment of objects in sample 
 
As the table shows, a majority of objects (67%) fell into the middle categories of 
‘Fair’ and ‘Good’. Twice as many items were found to be in ‘Poor’ condition than 
‘Excellent’. This trend towards the middle categories could also be observed when 
analyzing the results of the subjective qualitative assessment of object condition. 
Table 12 shows the results of this assessment. Again, a significant majority of 
objects (73%) fall into ‘Fair’ and ‘Good’, although significantly more items were 
deemed ‘Good’ than ‘Fair’. The subjective assessment classified objects more 
generously than the quantitative measure, with a majority (61%) of objects being 
considered ‘Good’ or ‘Excellent’.  
 
Table 12: Subjective qualitative assessment of object condition: 
Poor Fair Good Excellent 
5 16 23 10 
9% 30% 43% 18% 
 
22% 
41% 
26% 
11% 
Condition of Objects in Sample 
Poor Fair Good  Excellent 
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Chart 9: Subjective condition assessment of objects in sample 
 
The following items are those that exhibited the most notable cases of dirt, 
damage or decay: 
 
Dirty - Corset HSW760 
A 1920s corset was one of the dirtiest items analysed. It featured pencil marks 
across the fabric panels and a significant amount of rust ‘decay product’ 
transferred from the metal components of the corset to the fabric. There was also 
a significant amount of unidentifiable dirt over the fabric surface.  
 
Decayed (packaged) - Halex Toothbrush HST135 
The Halex toothbrush was amongst the most decayed items within the sample. 
The decay was apparent on both the packaging and the contents, with cracks 
running down the length of the plastic handle, fibres loose within the packaging 
and a green ‘decay product’ accumulated at the base of the bristles. The 
cardboard element of the packaging was discoloured and the clear plastic 
packaging had fogged and become brittle in places. 
 
  
9% 
30% 
43% 
18% 
Subjective Assessment of Object 
Condition 
Poor Fair Good Excellent 
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Damaged (packaged) – Nylon Tricot Gloves HSW1049 
The clear plastic wrapping on these gloves was badly damaged with significant 
tearing, whilst the gloves within were in near pristine condition. It is possible that 
the item was opened deliberately either as shop stock or whilst being sorted and 
catalogued pre-accessioning. 
 
Damaged (unpackaged) –   Jacquard Knit Jumper HSW290.1 
There was a series of 22 small holes scattered across the front of this jumper’s 
bodice, mainly concentrated around the neck and shoulder region. 
 
One item (HSW1329 – gift box of handkerchiefs) exhibited clear signs of 
‘microbiological attack’, the term used by Taylor to refer to ‘micro-organisms such 
as fungi and bacteria’ present in the air that find a home on textiles.22 The gift box 
of handkerchiefs featured black bloom-like spots on both the cardboard packaging 
and the cotton handkerchiefs inside. The spots on the fabric corresponded with the 
spots on the cardboard, indicating that the markings were caused by the spread of 
mould or mildew from the packaging to the contents. The presence of this mildew 
suggested that the item had been stored in damper conditions than other items in 
the sample. 
 
It is likely that the dirt, damage and decay present within the sample was caused 
by the environmental conditions at 54 New Road. They can be viewed as 
biographical evidence of the everyday reality of life in the shop. The following 
section aims to explore further the nature of the relationship between dirt and the 
everyday. 
 
 
Dirt, Damage, Decay and Everyday Life 
 
The Wellcome Collection’s exhibition (24 March – 31 August 2011) and 
accompanying book, Dirt: The Filthy Reality of Everyday Life captured the 
relationship between dirt and the everyday. It positioned dirt as a ‘ubiquitous’ and 																																																								
22 Taylor, Technology of Textile Properties, 25. 
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universal state, describing it as ‘a marker of civilisation’ and, in keeping with the 
contradictory nature of the everyday described in chapter seven, ‘magical’.23 
Decay is an inevitable part of everyday life, whilst damage can be viewed as an 
everyday consequence of decay or, equally, as a consequence of a spectacular 
event.  
 
Leddy highlights the link between surface and the everyday by describing an entire 
category of ‘neglected’ surface qualities that exist in everyday life. These qualities 
include surface properties such as clean, dirty, neat, messy, filthy, attractive and 
unattractive.24 Leddy describes these qualities as ‘everyday surface aesthetic 
qualities’. Such properties do not ‘heavily influence underlying form or substances’, 
recalling the surface/depth binary that Kelley was keen to challenge, in which 
power and meaning lay with depth rather than surface.25 
 
In accepting dirt, damage and decay as parts of everyday life, their effect upon the 
surface of objects can be viewed as a record or document of everyday life, even 
as a form of biography, although perhaps only a partial account. In a discussion of 
historical references in fashion and curation, Clark stated that ‘in dress, surfaces 
float free of their histories’, suggesting that surface is somehow detached from 
history and follows non-chronological trajectories.26 Kelley questioned this 
detachment, countering that: 
 
textile objects more generally, do have very particular and not at all free 
floating histories. These histories are directly inscribed upon their surface 27 
 
According to Kelley, this inscription is typically one of  ‘use and wear’ dictated by 
‘influences from without (the world around them) and within (the body of the 
																																																								
23 Kate Forde, “Introduction,” in Dirt: The Filthy Reality of Everyday Life, ed. 
Nadine Monem (London: Profile Books, 2011), 1. 
24 Leddy, ‘Everyday Surface Aesthetic Qualities’, p. 259. 
25 Ibid., Kelley, “A Superficial Guide to the Deeper Meaning of Surface,” 13-25. 
26 Judith Clark, “Statement I,” in The Fashion Museum Backstage, ed. Kaat Debo 
(Ghent: Ludion, 2002), 147. 
27 Kelley, “The Interpretation of Surface,” 218-219. 
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wearer)’.28 In general terms, these influences are unavoidable parts of everyday 
life yet the exact nature of the influence may, at times, be far from the everyday. 
For example, the damage caused by friction between the fabric of a collar and the 
flesh of a neck is everyday whilst the damage and dirt caused by a bullet 
penetrating fabric and flesh is not. 
 
The inevitability and acceptance of certain forms of dirt, damage and decay 
emerged during discussion with Walsall Museum visitors, specifically with regards 
to the aging of objects. They were shown two objects that had considerable levels 
of surface dirt and some decay: the child’s sock parcel (HSC102) and the Halex 
toothbrush (HST135). Views on dirt as ‘normal’ emerged from discussions about 
the objects. One participant considered dirt ‘natural’, whilst another stated ‘I think 
you expect things to get like that [dirty] over time’. Another described dust as 
‘understandable’.29 Such accepting, or even forgiving, views of dirt reinforce its 
place within everyday life. It is unclear how the group would have responded to 
soiling or damage of a more ‘spectacular’ nature.  
 
This acceptance of the Hodson Shop Collection’s dirtiness challenges Caple’s 
view of objects as ‘functional implements’, indicating that the evidence found upon 
the surface was to be considered evidence of use.30 The Hodson Shop Collection 
consists of objects intended to be functional yet never put to use, therefore the 
evidence upon their surface is of repose rather than activity. A toothbrush that has 
never been removed from its packaging may not be able to tell a tale of daily use 
and close bodily contact, but its condition attests to an alternative biography, 
created by the unique environmental factors at 54 New Road and, later, at Walsall 
Museum. 89% of the objects/garments examined showed some evidence of dirt, 
damage or decay that supports the assertion that these surface qualities are 
‘insistent and inexorable’ parts of life.31 Also, dirt, damage and decay persist 
regardless of use or non-use. The next section will explore the relationship 
																																																								
28 Ibid. 
29 Focus group. Conducted by author. Digital recording. Walsall Museum, 
November 15, 2014, Walsall. 
30 Caple, Objects, Kindle edition. 
31 Ibid., 220. 
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between surface condition and the body, considering how the surface can be 
altered through ‘wear’ and other forms of human contact 
 
 
Dirt, Damage, Decay and the Body 
 
Attitudes towards the close relationship between dirt, damage, decay and the 
human body are captured in the way in which dirt and society’s avoidance of it is 
often referred to in terms of death. Dirt may be considered an unpalatable 
reminder of the human body’s frailty and inevitable demise. Forde wrote that dirt 
serves as a reminder of the ‘deterioration of our own bodies’ and the reality that 
‘everything disintegrates’.32 Disintegration relates directly to the processes of 
decay and damage. When considering depictions of skin and faces in seventeenth 
century embroidery, Brooks stated that ‘like real skin, textiles degrade’. Here, 
degraded embroidery, with exposed threads and padding was ‘accompanied by a 
loss of meaning and identity’: 
 
Rather than delight and wonder, the reaction becomes one of disgust and 
incomprehension. This echoes the disgust often aroused by actual decayed 
and formless human skin.33 
 
The somewhat morbid tone of this parallel is echoed in Wilson’s description of 
unworn clothing as ‘ghosts in reverse’, which was considered in chapter six.34 
Garments and their surface condition are the subject of anxiety related directly to 
the human body and its demise. Douglas interpreted attitudes towards dirt in terms 
of society’s desire to create structure and order – a possible means of either 
denying or celebrating death. Yet the dirt, damage and decay encountered upon 
the surface of items from the Hodson Shop Collection was not caused by the 																																																								
32 Forde, “Introduction,” 1. 
33 Mary M. Brooks, “No less dangerous to use than that of a Basilisk: skin and 
seventeenth-century English embroideries,” in Surface Tensions: Surface, Finish 
and the Meaning of Objects, ed. Glenn Adamson and Victoria Kelley (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 2013), 106. 
34 Elizabeth Wilson, Adorned in Dreams: Fashion in Modernity (London: Virago 
Press Limited, 1985), 2. 
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intimate connection between clothing and the body described in chapter six. The 
changes to surface qualities were caused largely by environmental factors as 
opposed to bodily ones, dirt from ‘without’ as opposed to ‘within’.35 
The human body involuntarily produces dirt through essential bodily functions such 
as the shedding of dead skin, perspiration and saliva. In Powers of Horror, 
Kristeva states that such products were withstood ‘on the part of death’. Life is 
lived close to a ‘border’ and these wastes are ‘extricated’ to create distance from 
the border. Cessation of the production of waste pushed the body over the border, 
from living to dead.36 Yet it is not uncleanliness or poor health that Kristeva 
concludes causes abjection, rather ambiguity and that which disturbs ‘identity, 
system, order’.37 The parallels with Douglas’ perspective on dirt in terms of 
structure and order are obvious.  
The majority of focus group participants were (with the exception of Participant L’s 
response to the mock wings and Participant M’s dislike of the sock parcel) not 
disgusted or pushed into a state of what Kristeva described as ‘abjection’ when 
faced with the dirty, damaged and decayed objects. However, it remains possible 
that the disembodied alterations to the surface of the Hodson Shop Collection 
create an ambiguity that problematizes how the collection is interpreted and 
understood. The orthodox view is that dirty clothing is associated with the body – 
sweat as a product of a daily conflict between life and death. Take away this body 
and the dirt upon the collection potentially enters an eerie and disembodied border 
zone. When the group were told that the condition of the collection had been 
affected by the industrial environment in and around the shop, Participant B 
promptly linked the dirty and decayed condition of the objects to contamination 
and decay of the body, stating: ‘that’s what you look like if you smoke!’.38 
The green dress suit considered in chapter four, case study one provided a clear 
example of how the body alters the surface condition of a garment. The inner neck 
of the jacket and underarms were sweat stained. The fabric at the neck had 																																																								
35 Kelley, “The Interpretation of Surface,” 219. 
36 Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1982), 3. 
37 Ibid., 4. 
38 Focus group, November 15, 2014. 
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rubbed to a smooth, slick texture – the result of friction created between the 
wearer’s neck and the fabric; Caple refers to this process as ‘simple wear’.39 This 
object was not part of the Hodson Shop Collection, rather a garment worn by one 
of the Hodson sisters. Sweat stained collars, evidence of other bodily fluids and 
‘rubbed’ fabric were not present upon the rest of the research sample – although 
the blue slippers (chapter six, case study two) exhibited possible evidence of 
surface friction upon one sole. Although it had been worn and subjected to bodily 
contacts, the condition of the dress suit was not notably worse than the definitely 
unworn/unused items within the sample. This was likely due to the conditions in 
which the suit was stored – it was cared for, maintained, altered and kept in a 
wardrobe, protected from many of the environmental factors elsewhere in the 
house.  
 
Not all forms of dirt, damage and decay are visible to the human eye or can be felt 
upon the surface of objects. Caple states:  
 
In theory, every contact between an object and the rest of the world leaves 
a trace, from the DNA and fingerprints of the user to the wear from the 
object as it is dragged across a surface.40 
 
All garments within the Hodson Shop Collection hold invisible evidence of human 
contact, be it from the hands of the person who manufactured them, the Hodson 
sisters and customers who handled the items in the shop space or the actions of 
museum staff and volunteers who have been in contact with the items since 
November 1983. Most notably, Sheila Shreeve was responsible for sorting, 
cataloguing and, in some cases, cleaning the objects and garments prior to their 
accession to Walsall Museum.41 Shreeve’s hands will have passed over every 
item within the collection and whilst she may not have intentionally altered the 
surface of every item, the trace of her touch remains upon the surface.  
 
Whilst the human body can undoubtedly alter the surface of garments, it is also 																																																								
39 Caple, Objects, Kindle edition. 
40 Ibid., 177. 
41 Shreeve, “The Hodson Shop,” 83. 
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possible that dirty, damaged and decayed clothing have a transformative effect 
upon the wearer, both physically and mentally. Ugolini describes how ‘soiled and 
worn uniforms served to mark combatants’ transformation from raw recruits into 
veterans with experience of front line duty’ during the First World War. Such dirt 
and decay was admired and respected by civilians and even considered a ‘symbol 
of bravery’.42  
Since the 1980s dirt, damage and decay have also been embraced and celebrated 
in both high end and high street fashion. Kelley describes this ‘as decay and 
degradation as an aesthetic strategy’.43 In 1997, the Belgian avant-garde designer, 
Martin Margiela  ‘produced an entire exhibition for a museum of art where mould 
and decay were “grown” on his clothes’.44 More accessible are the ripped and 
‘distressed’ jeans that can be purchased from mainstream and affordable, high-
street retailers. This form of ‘dereliction’ by design has evolved further in recent 
years, with certain forms of dirt, damage and decay being presented as necessary 
enhancements to the surface of clothing rather than quasi-defiant statements – the 
process of wear is considered as necessary in order for a garment to reach its 
ideal state. Some luxury denim brands, such as Hiut, advise their customers to not 
wash their jeans for the first six months of wear, claiming that:  
The longer you can leave it, the better your jeans will look. The reason for 
that is the indigo will have worn off in places where you make natural 
creases. Just by sitting down, putting your phone in and out of your 
pockets, your hands in your pockets. All these daily little things will help 
make your jeans look great.45 
 
Hiut Denim are a Welsh company that employs 50 ‘denim breakers’ who wear a 
pair of jeans for six months (without washing) in order to ‘improve’ the look and 
feel of the denim before they are sold on to consumers. One ‘denim breaker’ told 																																																								
42 Laura Ugolini, “War Stained: British Combatants and Uniforms, 1914-18” War 
and Society 33, no. 3 (2014): 160. 
43 Kelley, “The Interpretation of Surface,” 221 
44 Caroline Evans, Fashion at the Edge: Spectacle, Modernity and Deathliness 
(London: Yale University Press, 2003), 36. 
45 “Why Wait Before Washing?,” Hiut Denim Co., accessed November 28, 2014, 
http://hiutdenim.co.uk. 
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The Guardian: ‘The thing is, by wearing them I’m adding value to them’.46 The 
jeans are washed before being sold on.  
 
Here, the traces of everyday actions are framed as a means of adding value and 
depth to a garment and, arguably in turn, to the wearer. The jeans have gained a 
biography. The biography is inscribed upon the surface of the jeans and also 
recorded in an online visual/literary form using the ‘HistoryTag’ social media 
platform.47 This valorization of dirt, damage and decay echoes the museological 
and curatorial conception of ‘sacred dirt’. The twenty-first century reframing of dirt, 
damage and decay as positive and valued characteristics would not have occurred 
amongst the customers of the Hodson Shop. Kelley stated that between 1880 and 
1939 was ‘…a period during which the frayed and worn, or the finely maintained, 
textile object carried particular potent cultural meaning’.48 Well maintained textile 
surfaces were the acceptable ‘social norm’, whilst ‘degraded surface usually 
represented just that: degradation, poverty and destitution’.49 Ugolini also identified 
that Edwardian notions of ‘manliness, class and health’ were closely linked to a 
clean body and clean clothing; an unclean body and clothing was perceived as 
indicative of loss of status.50 In this respect, dirt, damage and decay could be 
considered biographical (recording a loss of social position), although not in a 
desirable way. Whilst customers of the Hodson Shop were likely to respond 
negatively to dirt, damaged and decayed garments, some of the very same 
qualities upon garments within the Hodson Shop Collection have become valuable 
in the museum space. This highlights how the location and historical context within 
which these surface qualities are experienced can alter perceptions of it. The next 
section will focus on the attitudes and approaches to dirt, damage and decay 
within the museum. 																																																								
46 Morwenna Ferrier, “The people who are paid to break in your designer jeans,” 
The Guardian, November 28, 2014, accessed Jan 16, 2015 
http://www.theguardian.com/fashion/fashion-blog/2014/nov/28/men-paid-break-in-
designer-jeans-hiut-denim. 
47 Wearers are asked to record their experiences whilst wearing the jeans using 
platforms such as Twitter and Instagram. This information is then available via the 
HistoryTag website for future wearers to access. “About,” HistoryTag Ltd, 
accessed January 22, 2015, http://historytag.com/about/. 
48 Kelley, “The Interpretation of Surface,” 222. 
49 Ibid., 221. 
50 Ugolini, “War Stained,” 165. 
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Dirt, Damage and Decay in the Museum 
 
Dirt, damage and decay are an everyday reality for museums. They pose on-going 
battles and dilemmas regarding the conservation and preservation of objects. The 
museum is considered a space in which every effort is made to slow the inevitable 
decay and demise of an object whilst maintaining its ‘authentic’ condition 
(problems arising from this term will be considered later in this section). Yet as 
Ponsonby identified, ‘the effects of the aging process will continue even if they 
(historic textiles) are preserved in perfect conditions’.51 Caple stated that 
‘everything up to the present moment, even the deposits of museum dust’ that fell 
upon an object formed part of its history’.52 Dirt, damage and decay are 
unavoidable; it is inevitable that ‘entropy will win’ regardless of the measures taken 
to avoid it.53 Conservation and preservation are the two key approaches taken by 
museums in order to fulfill this function. According to Nobuko Kajitani, 
conservation ‘refers to “radical treatment” in a laboratory setting’. It consists of 
activities intended to restore an object to as near to its original condition as 
possible and to ‘stabilise’ its condition.54 Kajitani states that preservation consists 
of: 
 
those ‘dos and don’ts’ that contribute to guaranteeing the life of the objects, 
whether they are on exhibition, in storage, or being handled, studied or 
treated.55 
 
Whilst Kajitani draws clear distinctions between conservation and preservation, 
preservation is often considered to be a part of wider conservation practice or 																																																								
51 Margaret Ponsonby, “Textiles and Time: Conservation and Public Response,” in 
Surface Tensions: Surface, Finish and the Meaning of Objects, ed. Glenn 
Adamson and Victoria Kelley (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2013), 
72. 
52 Caple, Objects, Kindle edition. 
53 Brooks, “Decay, Conservation and the Making of Meaning,” 389. 
54 Nobuko Kajitani, “Care of Fabrics in Museums,” in Changing Views of Textile 
Conservation, eds. Mary Brooks and Dinah Eastop (Los Angeles: The Getty 
Conservation Institute, 2011), 88. 
55 Ibid. 
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even as overriding the goal of conservation. Eastop has stated that ‘The United 
Kingdom Institute for Conservation [UKIC] describes conservation as “the means 
by which the true nature of an object is preserved”’.56 UKIC merged with numerous 
other UK conservation groups in 2005 to form the Institute of Conservation (Icon), 
who defined conservation as ‘the preservation, protection, care and restoration of 
our cultural heritage’.57 This change in definition omitted UKIC’s use of ‘true 
nature’, which Eastop describes as ‘not an easy term to explain’ and one that 
could only be interpreted by considering the context of the object and the ‘roles 
assigned’ to a textile object.58 There is evidence that conversations took place 
about the role of the dirt, damage and decay in the true nature or authenticity of 
the Hodson Shop Collection. Arguments against cleaning and conservation activity 
were based on the fear of removing a significant part of the object history and 
erasing ‘authentic’ surface characteristics.59  
 
Surface damage and deposits can be viewed as integral elements of the object’s 
biography and history, as raised in Brooks’ work on the York Museum exhibition 
Stop the Rot (1992-93). The exhibition sought to ‘demystify museum conservation 
processes’ by showing museum visitors decaying and unconserved items as well 
as those that had been the subject of conservation practices.60 In exposing these 
characteristics, Brooks and her co-curator, Simon Cane demonstrated that:  
 
Understanding this evidence as part of the social biography of the object is 
also part of understanding the wider social and cultural role of 
conservation.61 
 
																																																								
56 Dinah Eastop, “Decision Making in Conservation: Determining the Role of 
Artefacts,” in Changing Views of Textile Conservation, eds. Mary Brooks and 
Dinah Eastop (Los Angeles: The Getty Conservation Institute, 2011), 77. 
57 “About Icon,” The Institute of Conservation, accessed November 28, 2014, 
http://www.icon.org.uk. 
58 Eastop, “Decision Making in Conservation,” 277-283. 
59 Sheila Shreeve, “Management of the Hodson Shop Collection,” (Internal 
museum document, Walsall Museum, undated), not paginated. 
60 Brooks, “Decay, Conservation and the Making of Meaning,” 377. 
61 Ibid., 394. 
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This conception of ‘biography’ embraces dirt, damage and decay and intentional 
changes to surface qualities carried out in order to preserve an object. From this 
perspective, any attempts to wash or repair items within the Hodson Shop 
Collection become part of their biographies, although this does not necessarily 
validate all such decisions. The biography of a dress that was washed by Shreeve 
has effectively been rewritten, with much of its previous life story being washed 
away and replaced with a new, though not blank, surface. Shreeve also threw 
away items that she felt were too dirty and/or damaged to be accessioned. Her 
criteria for disposal were simple: ‘partly, it depended how filthy my hands got when 
I handled it’. Such items were considered ‘too filthy to do anything with’. Whilst 
Shreeve discarded some items, other soiled items were retained, with the soiling 
intact. Shreeve’s attitude to the collection’s ‘Black Country grime’ is unclear, 
although evidence indicates that she was eager to clean as much of the collection 
as possible whilst being sensitive to the possibility that ‘discussion would be 
needed on how far the Black Country grime was part of the history of the items’ 
and the fear that conservation ‘could also destroy the “new” look and feel of the 
items’.62 Evidence of Shreeve’s eagerness to clean and conserve items can be 
found in the document ‘The Future of the Hodson Shop Collection’, believed to 
date from 1999-2006: 
 
In order that it be preserved for future generations the collection needs 
conservation. At a rough guess between a third and a half of the clothing 
items will need more than a straightforward clean.63   
 
Issues with moths, ‘fold marks’ and fading were listed, although Shreeve again 
acknowledged that there would be difficulties in deciding the extent of any 
conservation activity. It is significant that Shreeve does not mention the 
biographical role of the dirt in this instance:  
 
																																																								
62 Sheila Shreeve, Management of the Hodson Shop Collection. 
63 Sheila Shreeve, “The Future of the Hodson Shop Collection,” (Internal museum 
document, Walsall Museum, undated), not paginated. 
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It is difficult to decide how far the cleaning should go as the garments will 
probably lose their new feel and prices written on to the clothing would 
disappear. 
 
During an interview, Walsall Museum’s Collections Officer, Catherine Lister spoke 
of this ‘integral dirt’ – dirt that ‘came along with the collection’.64 In such scenarios, 
conservation processes can cause tensions, as it may at times be necessary to 
alter the authentic state of the object in order to save or prolong its life. Brooks and 
Eastop urge caution when approaching conservation practices that involves the 
cleaning of a garment, stating that it may ‘impair the evidential value of a 
historically, culturally or technologically significant textile’. They describe how 
textiles have ‘potential to “absorb” evidence of use’ through creasing, soiling and 
other residues.65 Whilst soiling and creasing is very much present throughout the 
Hodson Shop Collection, it is difficult to determine if this counts as ‘evidence of 
use’ as the objects and garments have not been ‘used’ or ‘worn’. This ambiguity 
serves to complicate questions of conservation ethics.  
 
Like Brooks and Eastop, Jedrzejewska describes textiles in terms of ‘documents’ 
and ‘evidence’ – echoing Caple’s categorization of the surface qualities as 
‘evidence’. Jedrzejewska also refers to the importance of the ‘original destination 
or function’, whilst refraining from the word ‘use’.66 These matters of conservation 
and ethics are relevant to the Hodson Shop Collection as they raise issues around 
what exactly is being preserved and the nature of the evidence that the objects 
have absorbed. Lister was ambivalent about the suggestion of ‘sacred dirt’. She 
considered dirt a potentially ‘detrimental’ presence upon an object: 
 
I’m more of the opinion that I don’t like to intervene too strongly 
																																																								
64 Catherine Lister, (Collections Officer, Walsall Museum Service). Interview by 
author. Digital recording. Walsall Museum, June 17, 2013. 
65 Dinah Eastop and Mary Brooks, “To Clean or Not to Clean: The Values of Soils 
and Creases,” in Changing Views of Textile Conservation, eds. Mary Brooks and 
Dinah Eastop (Los Angeles: The Getty Conservation Institute, 2011), 228-230. 
66 Hanna Jedrzejewska, “Problems of Ethics in the Conservation of Textiles,” in 
Changing Views of Textile Conservation, eds. Mary Brooks and Dinah Eastop (Los 
Angeles: The Getty Conservation Institute, 2011), 103.  
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 …I’m much more on the side of preventative conservation, stopping it from 
getting any worse. But I don’t, I wouldn’t actively promote keeping 
something clean, sorry - keeping something dirty, if …something could be 
vacuumed.67 
 
Lister also largely dismissed the idea that dirt that been retained on purpose on 
some garments (either deliberately or through lack of conservation funds). 
Shreeve believed that the dirt revealed the environmental conditions at 54 New 
Road and the ‘soot and grime from the factories roundabout’.68 Lister stated: ‘I 
don’t see that that [dirt] particularly helps a great deal with the object’s story’. Yet 
her view on the creases on the garments was far more positive. She considered 
these to be obvious signs that the garments had never been worn.69 It was only 
during interviews with Lister and Shreeve that the issues of dirt, damage and 
decay emerged as important and were discussed in great detail, possibly due to 
the close contact with the objects that their roles demanded.  
 
When presented with a damaged garment, a jacquard knit jumper that featured 
approximately 22 holes scattered across the front of the bodice, Lister’s reaction 
was one of shock and uncertainty as to how and when the damage had occurred. 
Lister believed that moths eating away at natural fibres could have caused them. 
When questioned about when and where such damage could have occurred, she 
replied: 
 
I hope it has come from the shop and it hasn’t come since it has been under 
our care because that’s exactly the sort of thing we try to eliminate – insects 
getting into our store rooms and our boxes… 
 
During a focus group, museum visitors were shown the Sock Parcel (HSC102) 
that was the subject of case study two in chapter seven. When asked to describe 
how they would respond to the item in a museum display, Participant B replied: 																																																								
67 Lister, June 17, 2013. 
68 Sheila Shreeve (Honorary Curator of Costume and Textiles, Walsall Museum 
Service). Interview by author. Digital recording. Sutton Coldfield, October 3 2013. 
69 Lister, interview with author, June 17, 2013. 
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‘well, it looks a couple of hundred years old with all that dust on it. I should think 
that they'd be wanting to wash it before they wore it!’.70 There are two significant 
points arising from this response: firstly, B associated the dust on the package with 
age, and secondly, she discussed the item in terms of hygiene and wear. This 
suggests that domestic and bodily ideals of cleanliness permeate into the museum 
space. The majority of the group were accepting of the dirt on the parcel, although 
Participant M reacted strongly against the object and was resistant to suggestions 
from other members of the group that the object was ‘safe’:  
 
Participant M: I don't want to pick it up! <laughter> I know - I'm funny like 
that! 
Participant B: Health and safety! 
Participant M: I wouldn't particularly want to pick it up because to me, erm, 
it’s dirty. 
Participant L: See, I'd love to open it and get inside it. 
Participant D: Its not dirty that people haven't cleaned it, its automatic 
aging. 
Participant M: What I'm saying is that I picked those [shoes] up and didn't 
question that, I didn't particularly feel attracted to want to pick that [parcel] 
up.71 
 
Participant D’s comment onceagain combined the domestic perception of 
cleanliness, only here juxtaposed with a more acceptable form of ‘automatic aging’ 
– dirt through neglect is perceived negatively whilst dirt through age is considered 
to be ‘natural’ and safe. Participant B echoed this view, stating: ‘it’s [dirt] natural, 
after that length of time’ and ‘it should be dirty, it’s that old’. Participant L also 
viewed dirt positively: ‘it’s just nostalgic – the joy of old age!’. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The surface condition of the Hodson Shop Collection provides partial yet valuable 
biographical information, reflective of the conditions in which the shop stock was 																																																								
70 Focus group, November 15, 2014. 
71 Ibid. 
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accumulated and kept prior to discovery in 1983. Ponsonby’s approach of textile 
surface as palimpsest links clearly to this interpretation. Caple’s practical 
definitions of dirt are useful as they provide a means of distinguishing and 
classifying surface qualities whilst emphasizing their important role in the 
construction of object histories and biographies.  
 
Analysis of the surface condition of the sample, whilst only an indication of the 
surface condition of the overall Hodson Shop Collection, has shown that a majority 
of items were deemed to be in fair-good condition by both subjective and objective 
measures. Many items (72%) showed evidence of decay, perhaps due to the 
inevitable ravages of time that are unstoppable even in the controlled museum 
storage environment (as chapter five outlined, the storage controls and conditions 
in place at Walsall Museum are far from optimum).  
 
Whilst much of the theoretical discourse concerning dirt, damage and decay 
frames them in largely negative, morbid and, at times, horrifying terms this chapter 
has shown that the dirt, damage and decay found within the Hodson Shop 
Collection prompts far more nuanced and generally accepting responses. This is 
perhaps reflective of the everyday reality of dirt, damage and decay – these 
qualities serve to make objects ‘natural’ relatable and ‘human’. Yet the museum 
professional responsible for the care of the collection did not share this 
acceptance. Lister’s responses when presented with dirty, damaged and decayed 
items indicated a far less positive attitude towards them; they were considered 
threats to the survival of the item and not hugely helpful in the interpretation of 
objects.  
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Conclusion 
 
 
The biography of the Hodson Shop Collection provides a pertinent case study of 
the state not only of a single museum collection of clothing but also of the threats 
currently facing social history collections nationwide, specifically those within local 
government-owned museums. Whilst interest in fashion in museums has grown 
over recent years, non-elite or everyday dress has become an increasingly 
marginal subject within museums, occupying an ambiguous boundary position 
between fashion and social history. Museums operated by local authorities, such 
as Walsall Museum, have been repeatedly overlooked and overshadowed by 
more glamorous and fashionable aspects of British history, culture and heritage.  
 
This thesis has found that a biographical approach is valuable when investigating 
and interpreting non-elite, mass produced and unworn. Such an approach is not 
restricted to elite and/or spectacular garments. In writing the biography of these 
everyday objects, a deeply political and challenging story has emerged, raising 
questions around how and why such objects are collected. As established in 
chapter two, the collection is large and unruly: consisting of over 5,000 items, 
mainly mass-produced women’s clothing and haberdashery items. It has proven 
difficult to precisely quantify and measure the size of the collection. The items and 
garments hold an ambiguous status between commodities and fashionable goods, 
yet their movement to a museum space has further complicated this, elevating 
them to an uneasy yet ‘venerable’ status. Yet this status is also vulnerable. This 
thesis provides new insights to the status of everyday clothing within museums, 
highlighting how marginal a position such items hold and how at risk they are to 
external political influences and priorities. It has also exposed the ongoing financial 
neglect and gradual dismantling of local history museums operated by local 
authorities. Throughout the thesis, and most notably in chapters three and five, it 
has become apparent that austerity is impacting directly upon the conservation 
and preservation of a collection that a local authority has a responsibility to care 
for in perpetuity.   
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Most items within the sample were found to be in a fair-to-good condition. The 
process of decay has been considerably slowed by artificial interventions in the 
collection’s care, such as environmental controls on storage temperature and 
lighting levels, as well as the use of acid free tissue and archival storage boxes. 
This diversion of the objects and garments away from the typical trajectory of sale, 
wear and disposal can be traced back further than the accession of the collection 
into Walsall Museum in 1993; the diversion began at the point Flora Hodson 
decided to close the shop between 1969-71.  Flora’s earlier decision to keep the 
stock despite Edith’s urging to dispose of it, as outlined in chapter one, suggests 
that the items may have held a meaning beyond those of stock or commodity. 
 
Throughout its biography, the collection has been used for processes of exchange 
and, in a sense, has retained vestiges of commodity status. As explored in chapter 
three, Shreeve gained both status and authority from her involvement with the 
collection, whilst the Lock Museum Trust was able to reinforce links and help to 
secure its future by handing over the collection to Walsall Museum at the most 
beneficial point in its history. Following the closure of Walsall Museum in March 
2015, it looked likely that the collection would be used to attract funding to revive 
the museum in a new form. 
 
Kelley’s framework of influences from within and without provide a valuable tool for 
understanding the collection’s biography; allowing for distinctions to be made 
between the intrinsic material qualities of the collection and the factors in the world 
beyond the collection that have inscribed themselves not only the surface of the 
garments and objects but also the collection’s status and how it is understood and 
interpreted by those who come into contact with it.1 The biography of the collection 
reveals complex interactions and exchanges between a number of organisations 
and individuals. These interactions have often manifested themselves in binary 
and violent hierarchies. Binaries of fashion and dress, fine art and social history, 
the international and the local and industry and retailing have become apparent 																																																								
1 Victoria Kelley, “A Superficial Guide to the Meaning of Surface,” in Surface 
Tensions: Surface, Finish and the Meaning of Objects, eds. Glenn Adamson and 
Victoria Kelley (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2013), 13-25. 
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throughout the thesis, especially during chapter threes discussion of the 
collection’s organisational history. Chapters six and seven discussed the binaries 
of worn and unworn and the spectacular and the everyday respectively.  
 
Over the course of the collection’s museum life, it has found itself on the 
subservient and lower status side of these binaries, whilst the balance of power 
within the binaries has shifted according to national and local government context, 
priorities, policies and wider cultural trends. Political influences include the 
decisions and priorities made within the confines of Walsall Borough Council and 
the wider policies, strategies and actions taken at a national level. An example of 
these wider influences is the national focus upon the arts as a form of regeneration 
that was apparent during the late 1990s and early 2000s. Within this climate, New 
Art Gallery Walsall came into fruition and, whilst in many ways a positive addition 
to the town, it also served to shift attention and investment away from the town’s 
social history. The closure of Walsall Museum can be viewed, in part, as a result of 
a shift in focus from localised social history to the potentially more lucrative world 
of international fine art. Locally, the Hodson Shop collection has been the subject 
of ‘political maneuvering’ from the point of its discovery in 1983.  
 
The everyday nature of the collection has placed it within the realm of social 
history rather than fashion history. Whilst fashion in museums is becoming 
increasingly popular and capturing the public imagination, social history and its 
seemingly more mundane focus upon the daily lives of the non-elite is being 
overshadowed. Yet this research, specifically the focus groups with museum 
visitors, has demonstrated that the Hodson Shop Collection and, by extension, 
‘ordinary’ objects in general have the ability to transcend the everyday as 
somehow mundane. Such garment, object and collections enable us to reframe 
the everyday as something deeply meaningful and rooted in personal experiences. 
 
The unworn nature of the clothing makes it unusual, though not unique, within the 
museum setting. Other collections of unworn dress do exist, quite often in the form 
of unsold shop stock that has been mass-accessioned into a museum’s collection. 
Yet this thesis has confirmed a deeply ingrained tendency for museum clothing to 
be thought of as embodied, regardless of whether it has or has not been worn. 
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Focus group participants were quick to mentally dress female relatives in clothing 
from the collection or to draw parallels with their own experiences of dress. The 
unshakeable perception of dress as embodied is reflective of deeply ingrained 
cultural expectations of clothing to be intimately involved with the body. However, 
these personal embodied connections to the collection are dependent upon the 
background and experiences of the individual interacting with the collection. 
Displaying the garments upon a form that represents the human body enforces the 
embodied expectation. Whilst it could be considered inaccurate and inauthentic to 
represent the collection as ‘worn’, the jersey form dummies used at Walsall 
Museum offer compromise, being both affordable and akin to basic retail display 
practices. Whilst not biographically accurate, this embodied representation and 
interpretation is perhaps inevitable and a way of establishing clear connections 
between object and individual. 	
The Hodson Shop Collection has a clear provenance that locates it in a specific 
time, place and more ambiguously, class, although this is not to dismiss the 
collection as ‘primarily of local interest’ (as it was labeled by ACE when the 2011 
bid for designated status was unsuccessful). The mass-produced nature of the 
garments in the collection implies that these would have been distributed and worn 
well beyond WIllenhall, the Black Country and the South Staffordshire region. The 
presence of famous Leicester-based brands such as Wolsey and St Margaret also 
adds to the collection’s wider significance. The history of the shop, as outlined in 
chapter one, is indicative of a national trend for small shop keeping and the 
Madam Shop. Whilst rooted in the history of Willenhall, the pertinence of the 
collection stretches beyond such geographical boundaries. A more feasible 
challenge to the historical value and relevance of the collection is that it is not 
necessarily reflective of what was worn between 1920 and 1960. Instead, the 
collection is what was left over or what was not worn. It therefore best to consider 
the collection as unsold stock, which may reflect of the types of goods available in 
small drapers shops during the period between 1920 and 1960. 
 
The biographical impact of the two unsuccessful bids for designated status (in 
1999 and 2011) is unclear. It is difficult to assess if having a designated collection 
would have prevented the closure of Walsall Museum or have improved the 
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storage, display and visibility of the collection. Community History Curator, Jane 
Hubbard clearly felt that working towards designated status would be an important 
contribution to securing the future existence of Walsall Museum following the 
closure of the Lichfield Street site. 
 
Compromise is a key theme that has emerged in the biography of the collection, 
particularly regarding matters of display and storage. It is clear that Walsall 
Museum was forced to make a number of compromises in how the collection was 
stored and displayed. These compromises were both in terms of what Shreeve 
wanted and requested for the collection and how far the museum could work 
towards meeting international guidelines for storage and display of clothing. An 
example is how decreasing display space lead to a dilution of the collection’s 
identity for museum visitors. The costume display case that had been intended to 
be used exclusively for the Hodson Shop Collection became a general purpose 
display, yet interpretation material still related to the Hodson Shop Collection, 
leading visitors to assume that all clothing displayed in the case was part of the 
collection. It is through these compromises that the extent to which the collection’s 
biography has been shaped by a host of external influences become apparent.  
 
The impact of Shreeve’s involvement with the collection requires nuanced 
judgment. It cannot be disputed that without Shreeve’s intervention and passionate 
championing and care for the collection, the collection would have been unlikely to 
have survived or remained largely intact. However, some of Shreeve’s actions are 
open to questioning, such as her decision and freedom to throw away items that 
she considered to be ‘rubbish’. The washing of items is another area of 
controversy. This research has found that Shreeve’s contribution was largely 
positive though curators, in terms of disposing and acquiring garments, gave her 
too much freedom. Her close personal connection to the collection may have 
clouded her judgment and also made it difficult for museum managers to intervene 
and take appropriate actions.   
 
The collection’s biography is intertwined with the Black Country Living Museum, 
the Locksmith’s House and the New Art Gallery Walsall. This thesis has revealed 
considerable potential for future research into these interconnected organisational 
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biographies. In particular, the history of the 54 New Road and Hodson family 
presents a fruitful subject of study. The history of the Hodson Shop and the 
organisational history of the collection have found that potentially false boundaries 
have been constructed between the Hodson family, the lock making industry and 
the Hodson Shop. These boundaries are most clearly represented by the division 
of the archival documents found at 54 New Road between Walsall Museum, the 
Black Country Living Museum and Walsall Local History Centre. The archival 
documents (in the Hodson Shop Archive) related to the Birmingham based 
clothing wholesalers, Wilkinson and Riddell and S.C. Larkin and Sons provide 
another source for future investigation; in the form of a history of these large yet 
now vanished companies. 
 
This research has highlighted the need for further research to be conducted into 
small local government operated museums, both in terms of the state of such 
organisations and the contents of their collections. More academic research is 
urgently required into the risks facing these museums and collection, in order to 
formulate plans and strategies to ensure swathes of British social history are not 
lost forever.  
 
Another overlooked area, which this thesis has only touched upon, is the process 
by which the collection was formed. Studying the period between the Hodson 
Shop closing and the shop stock being discovered was not possible within the 
scope and scale of this research. This transition period remains shrouded in 
mystery and would pose numerous difficulties for a researcher wishing to 
investigate it further. The objects are largely mute and the individuals who could 
cast light upon this period are long dead. Scientific analysis of deposits on the 
surface of garments and objects could present a potentially fruitful means by which 
to begin building a picture of the collection’s ‘lost years’. 	
It became apparent during the course of this research that the biography of the 
Hodson Shop Collection was deeply connected to 54 New Road, yet it has been 
physically divided and detached from the wider story of the Hodson family and 
businesses. Since 1983, both the Hodson Shop Collection and the Locksmith’s 
House have shared a process of decreasing visibility. Perhaps keeping the family 
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archives, lock making business and shop collection together would have 
strengthened and protected them from the external forces that have contributed to 
all three aspects becoming an increasingly obscure and difficult to access part of 
history. The collection is also connected to a number of other local heritage and 
cultural organisations, it has not been possible to fully unpick these connections 
and entangled institutional biographies.  
 
There are some notable limitations that arise from the methodology used in this 
research. The museum visitor sample was by no means as large or diverse as 
hoped. This was due to low visitor numbers to Walsall Museum at the time of 
conducting the research and difficulties in identifying ‘regular’ museum visitors who 
had some knowledge of the Hodson Shop Collection’s existence. The object-
based approach also posed some difficulties. Given the size and scope of the 
collection, it was challenging to assemble a ‘representative’ sample of the 
collection. The objects only presented a partial account of their story and whilst it 
was possible to trace some items through archival sources, many garments and 
objects did not have such information attached to them.   
 
Whilst the case study approach has provided a valuable snapshot of a single 
collection in one museum at a very specific point in time, it must be stressed that 
the findings in this thesis are about Walsall Museum. Some museums in the UK 
may be in a far more secure and safe financial position, whilst there are 
undoubtedly many more that are in a far worse one. Given these limitations, care 
must be taken when applying the findings to make generalisations about the 
current state of local museums and social history collections other than Walsall 
Museum and The Hodson Shop Collection. However, this thesis has highlighted 
the very real threats facing many museums and collections in the UK in 2016. The 
closure of Walsall Museum during the course of this research was reflective of 
widespread cuts to local and county council museum services. A report published 
by the Museums Association in January 2016 found that one in five museums has 
closed ‘a part or a branch of their museum’, whilst 44 UK museums had closed 
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since 2010.2 The closure of Leicestershire County Council’s Snibston Discovery 
Centre (which showcased a considerable everyday clothing collection) in July 
2015 provides another clear example of the threats facing clothing collections and 
social history museums. When considering the final stages of the Hodson Shop 
Collection’s biography and the current threats facing museums, the words of 
George Brown Goode, former Director of the United States National Museum 
strike a resounding and ominous chord: ‘A finished museum is a dead museum, 
and a dead museum is a useless museum.’3 
 
																																																								
2 Mark Brown, “One in Five Regional Museums At Least Part Closed in 2015, Says 
Report,” The Guardian, January 13, 2016, accessed May 17, 2016, 
http://www.theguardian.com/culture/2016/jan/13/one-in-five-regional-museums-at-
least-part-closed-in-2015-says-report. 
3 George Brown Good, “The Principles of Museum Administration,” in Museum 
Provision and Professionalism, ed. Gaynor Kavanagh (London: Routledge, 2005), 
44. 
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Epilogue 
 
 
Since submitting this thesis in May 2016, Walsall Museum Service has undergone 
further changes and budget cuts. During the summer of 2016, the Hodson Shop 
Collection was on prominent display at Walsall Leather Museum, occupying two 
galleries. The exhibition proved so popular that it was extended to run until 
January 2017. For a brief period, the future of the Hodson Shop Collection looked 
promising. The collection was the subject of increased public visibility and interest 
as well as being exhibited larger and improved display spaces. However, in 
October 2016, Walsall Borough Council announced plans to reduce the size of the 
Leather Museum and relocate it to the Lichfield Street site previously occupied by 
Walsall Museum. A number of staff would be made redundant and display space 
for collections would be greatly reduced. 
 
At the same time, the Council announced plans to withdraw funding for New Art 
Gallery Walsall. The withdrawal would take place over a four-year period, with 
funding being cut by 25% each year. The plans for the New Art Gallery attracted 
national media coverage, whilst the response regarding the Leather Museum was 
considerably less apparent. At the point of writing, an online petition entitled 
Please Save Walsall Leather Museum has gained 2,675 supporters, whilst a 
petition entitled Closure of Walsall Art Gallery, yet another significant social 
demise of identity has 6,038 supporters. These events serve to highlight the risks 
faced by not only social history but, more generally, freely accessible regional and 
local museums and galleries also. Even the illustrious names of fine art and 
grandiose flagship arts venues, conceived at the tail end of the twentieth century, 
are no longer safe from the brutal axe of austerity. 
 
The Hodson Shop Collection, yet again, faces an uncertain future. Its status 
remains precarious, at serious risk of slipping back into a state of obscurity.  
 
Jenny Gilbert-Evans, Wolverhampton, November 2016. 
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Appendix 1: Interviews 
 
1.1 Past and Present Walsall Museum Curation Team Interviewees: 
 
Name Role Employment 
Status 
Years 
Active 
Involvement with 
Hodson Shop Collection 
Jennifer 
Thomson 
Community 
History 
Curator – 
Walsall 
Museum 
Full-time 
Museum 
Employee 
2006-
2014 
Oversees the 
management of all 
Walsall Museum 
collections and manages 
staff and volunteers 
working at museum. She 
delivered talks about the 
HSC to local community. 
worked on the 2011 bid 
for the HSC to achieve 
Designated Status. Was 
responsible for promotion 
and awareness raising 
around collection and 
programming exhibitions. 
Catherine 
Lister 
Collections 
Officer – 
Walsall 
Museum 
Full-time 
Museum 
Employee 
2007-
present 
Works with museum 
collections on a daily 
basis. Responsible for 
care of all collections, 
documentation, and 
databases. Oversees 
loans and is involved in 
the devising and staging 
of exhibitions. Led 
process of listing Hodson 
Shop items on Black 
Country History website.  
Sheila 
Shreeve 
Honorary 
Costume 
Volunteer 1981-
present 
Over thirty-years of 
experience in curating 
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Curator – 
Walsall 
Museum 
costume at Walsall 
Museum. Was present at 
the discovery of the 
collection in 1983 and has 
been heavily involved in 
all aspects of the 
collection’s museum life 
ever since. Considered 
the leading authority on 
the HSC. 
Mike 
Glasson 
Current: 
Senior 
Museums 
Curator – 
Walsall 
Museums 
Past: Walsall 
Museum 
Curator 
(need to 
confirm) 
Full-time 
Museum 
Employee 
Walsall 
Museum: 
1983-
1988 
Leather 
Museum: 
1988-
present 
Former curator of Walsall 
Museum at the time of the 
collection’s discovery and 
its ultimate accessioning 
into Walsall Museum. 
Worked closely with 
Sheila to preserve the 
collection. 
Carl 
Franklin 
Former 
Community 
History 
Curator 
Former 
Museum 
Employee 
1992-
2001 
He was involved in the 
1999 Designated Status 
application for the Hodson 
Shop Collection 
Jane 
Hubbard 
Acting 
Community 
History 
Curator 
(maternity 
cover) 
Full-time 
museum 
employee 
2014-
2015 
Took over Jennifer 
Thomson’s role. Worked 
on  Heritage Lottery Fund 
bid for Local History 
Centre/Hub. in 2015  
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1.2 Walsall Museum Visitor Assistant Interviewees: 
 
Name Role Employment  
Status 
Years 
Active 
Involvement with 
Hodson Shop Collection 
Barbara 
Harper 
Visitor 
Assistant  
Part-time 
Museum 
Employee 
2000-
2015 
Has put together 
exhibitions involving the 
Hodson Shop in the past. 
Answers visitor queries in 
gallery and aids in 
education workshops. 
Kiranpreet 
Muctor 
Visitor 
Assistant 
Part-time 
Museum 
Employee 
2009-
2014 
Worked in the stores as a 
trainee before becoming 
VA, so has experienced 
the collection in storage 
and on display. Answers 
visitor queries in gallery 
and aids in education 
workshops. 
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1.3 Volunteer Interviewees 
 
Name Role Employm
ent  
Status 
Years Active Involvement with 
Hodson Shop Collection 
Andy 
Middlebrook 
Locksmit
h and 
volunteer 
– The 
Lockmus
eum/Loc
ksmith’s 
House 
Self-
employed/
Volunteer 
1983-present Worked out of 54 New 
Road and was involved in 
the refurbishment of the 
house in the 1980s. 
Brenda 
Jephcott 
Voluntee
r at the 
Lock 
Museum/
Educatio
n Officer, 
The 
Locksmit
h’s 
House  
Retired/vol
unteer 
1983-2006 Wrote Hodson family 
history. 
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1.4 Interviewee Information and Consent Sheet 
 
  
 
INTERVIEW INFORMATION SHEET  
THE HODSON SHOP PROJECT  
Jenny.Evans@wlv.ac.uk  www.hodsonshopproject.com 
07595 469921 
Thank you for expressing interest in taking part in an interview as part of The Hodson Shop 
Project. Please read through the information on the sheet carefully and feel free to raise any 
queries with Jen Evans via email or telephone (contact details at bottom of page).  
 
Once you have read the information and are happy to participate in the interview, please 
print your name, sign and date at the bottom of the form. By signing this document, you are 
agreeing to the interview being conducted and used as outlined below. 
 
Thanks again for your support and participation. 
 
Jen Evans 
University of Wolverhampton 
 
The Project: The Hodson Shop Project is a PhD research project funded by the Arts and 
Humanities Research Council. It is delivered in partnership between University of 
Wolverhampton and Walsall Museum. Walsall Museum’s Hodson Shop Collection provides 
an ideal starting point for investigating attitudes towards everyday clothing in museums. It 
also raises interesting questions around curatorial practices and attitudes regarding unworn 
clothing. Over the three year course of this project, researcher Jenny Evans aims to 
understand how unworn, non-elite dress is defined, interpreted and exhibited in museum 
spaces – from the store to the gallery and online. 
The interviews: The interviews are being carried out in order to find out more about 
how people perceive, interpret and understand the Hodson Shop Collection (and, in some 
cases, other relevant museum collections) – from the perspective of museum professionals, 
academics and visitors. The interviews will cover practices, attitudes, memories and 
relationships in light of the collection. It is expected that each interview will take 1-2 hours, 
though it may take longer in some cases. You are not obliged to take part in any section of the 
interview should you feel uncomfortable or unable to answer any questions raised. 
How your interview will be used: Your interviews will be used as primary research 
for Jen Evans’ PhD thesis. In most cases this will involve digital audio recording of the 
interview, accurate transcription (in part or full) and analysis. Written or audio extracts may 
also be used in presentations, with your name and relationship to the collection made clear 
unless you express that you wish to remain anonymous. 
How your interview will be stored: Once recorded/received, your interview will 
be stored in compliance with the Data Protection Act (1998). Any digital recordings will be 
uploaded and deleted from the recording device in a timely fashion and stored on the 
student’s computer in MP3 format. 
NAME(Print): 
 
 
SIGNATURE: 
 
 
DATE: 
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1.5 Interview Discussion Themes – Museum Staff 
 
1. Roles and basic information 
o Full name 
o Where from 
o Role at museum 
§ Nature of involvement with collection 
§ Responsibilities around the HSC 
o Length of museum career 
§ Walsall Museum 
§ Other museums 
o Route into museum career 
 
2. Discovery 
o First Encounters 
o Where? 
§ When? 
§ Who was with them? 
§ How it was explained 
§ Overriding memories 
§ Prior knowledge 
o Finding the collection 
§ Where? 
§ Who else was involved? 
§ Talk through the day(s) of and following the discovery 
§ Describe the environment and surroundings 
• Atmosphere 
• Sights, sounds and smells 
§ Condition and state of items 
§ What was your initial reaction/response? 
 
3. Defining the collection 
o Individual's understanding of the collection 
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§ What defines the HSC? 
§ What makes the collection significant? 
o How the collection is defined/understood by visitors 
§ Key stories that the collection has been used to tell 
§ Discussion of notable exhibitions 
• Blouses 
• Factory Girls 
o Involvement in creating definitions of the collection 
§ Personal influence in defining the collection 
o Challenges posed when building personal definitions of the collection 
o OBJECT: Green dress suit 
§ Explain why this is not part of the HSC 
§ Outline process and discussions around accessioning this 
outfit 
 
4. Museum life 
o Details of day-to-day tasks involving the HSC 
§ Practical tasks 
§ Administrative 
§ Education 
o Challenges posed by collection 
o Current condition 
§ Conservation/Preservation status 
o OBJECT: Creased 
§ Creases 
§ Keep or remove? 
§ Why? 
§ From shop or museum life? 
§ How this influences conservation/preservation choices 
§ Impact on display 
§ How interpreted 
o OBJECT: Dirty 
§ Dirt 
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§ Keep or remove 
§ From shop or museum life 
§ Such a thing as 'sacred dirt'? 
o OBJECT: Holes/tears 
§ Holes 
§ Repair or retain? 
§ From shop or museum life? 
§ Attitudes towards decay 
o Cataloguing 
§ OBJECT: Hand drawn catalogue 
§ Part of the collection? 
o Funding 
o Constraints 
o Changes 
o If and how funding changes influence the collection 
o Display 
§ Thinking behind display 
§ Paradox of unworn collection being displayed 'as worn' 
§ Mannequins 
o Loaning collection 
o Researchers 
 
5. Museum Spaces  
o The museum 
§ The store 
§ The gallery 
§ Online 
§ How changes to funding/policy/staffing have affected the 
collection (spatially) 
o The Hodson Shop 
§ Recreating the shop? Good/bad? 
§ Any collaboration with the Locksmith’s House/BCLM? 
§ Gallery context and detachment 
§ Willenhall/Walsall 
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6. Personal relationships with collection 
o Favourite items? 
o How do you personally feel about the collection? 
o Are there any challenges (physical, emotional, intellectual) posed by 
the collection to you as an individual? 
§ What are they? 
o Connections between collection and life 
o Personal attachment to collection? 
 
7. The Future 
o Hopes 
o Policy/funding/local government landscape 
o On-going significance 
o Current plans 
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1.6 Prompts for Focus Group, November 15, 2013 
 
• What do you know about the Hodson Shop Collection? 
 
• How did you come to know about it? 
o Who? 
o How long ago? 
o Where? 
 
• What was your first response to it? 
 
• How interested are you in clothing in museums generally? 
 
• What does the Hodson Shop Collection mean to you personally? 
 
• What is your opinion on the fact that the clothing has never been worn? 
 
• What are your thoughts on the way that the collection is displayed? 
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1.7 Objects for Focus Group, December 9, 2015 
 
• Sock parcel HSC102 
• Rust coloured drop waist dress HSW29 
• Halex toothbrush HST135 
• Dress suit WASMG : 2013.0037 
• Feathers HSH252 
• Blue Slippers HSW1228 
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Appendix 2: Object Analysis 
 
2.1 Research Sample Contents 
 
Catalogue # Colour Brief Description 
HSW38 Blue, white Cotton plaid dress 
HSW89 Blue, white, green. Cotton floral/stripe print dress 
HSM?   Men's sock parcel 
HSW950 Sky blue /multi Rayon head square 
HSW1380 Amber Bead earrings 
HSW1337 Fuchsia Plastic earrings 
HSW? Gold, blue Collar necklace 
HSW830 Dark brown Felt beret 
HSW1049 Dark cream Nylon tricot gloves 
HSW1270 Stone Plastic handbag 
HSW376 Cream, cerise, multi Venetian scene apron 
HSW1010 White Rayon belt 
HSW209 White Nylon seersucker blouse 
HSW290.1 Mauve, pink, blue Jacquard knit jumper 
HSW77 Grey Utility jersey skirt 
HSW164 Ecru Sweater? 
HSW721 Pink Nylon slip 
HSW480 Cream Woollen combination 
HSW494 Cream Stockinette camisole 
HSW29 Rust Drop waist dress 
HSW401 Cream Utility cotton short sleeve vest 
HSW416 Pink Utility rayon/cotton vest 
HSW531.2 Fawn Knickers 
HSW518 Cream Art. silk knickers 
HSW760 Cream Corset/bodice? 
HSW1097 Assorted Art. silk and cotton stockings 
HSW770 Pink/grey Full length nightdress 
HSW1372 Lemon Bed jacket 
HSW1228 Mid-blue Leather court shoes 
HSS77 Multi Folkweave bedspread 
HSW1329 White Handkerchiefs 
HST42 Pale green Face powder, Potter and Moore 
HST41 Natural Bourjois 
HST114   Cussons talc and bath cubes 
HST135 Green Halex toothbrush 
HSG4 White, peach, green Girl's cotton dress 
HSG16 Yellow Smocked girl's dress 
HSJ41 Mauve Child's knitted wool coat set 
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HSJ40.1 Pale blue Nylon or rayon baby coat 
HSC112 Red Child's Utility patent shoes 
HSC13.3 Cream/white Utility liberty bodice 
HSC6 Cream Child's Utility sleeveless vest 
HSG20 Blue-grey Girl's woollen cardigan 
HSS?   Poppy print tablecloth 
HSW368 Black, pink Glazed cotton overall 
HSS17 Rose pink Art. silk cushion cover 
HSS21 Blue, gold Tapestry cushion cover 
HSS83 Blue Table runner 
HSS84 Orange Cloth 
HSH199   Paper napkins and coasters 
HSH495 Multi Wendy Wool shade card 
HSH272 Grey Mending wool 
H355.2 Rose pink Cut skein 
HSH31 Red Plastic buttons 
H354.2 Turquoise Cut skein 
H358 Orange Embroidery thread 
HSH255 Petrol blue Feathers 
HSH252 Jade green Feathers 
H5.3   Buttons 
HSH66 Blue, gold Rayon ribbon 
HSH386.4 Blue, white Knitting wool 
TBC1 Brown Crepe day dress 
TBC2 Green, pink Short sleeve jacket 
TBC3 Green, pink Short sleeve dress 
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2.2 Descriptive Detail Gathered for Garments and Objects 
 
Garments 
• Catalogue Number 
• Catalogue Section 
• Detailed Description (garment) 
o Type of garment (ICOM classifications) 
o Stylistic details: 
§ Cut (sleeves, neckline, length, waist etc.) 
§ Fabric (print, texture etc.) 
§ Finishing (machine stitching, hand stitching, surface 
decoration, pleating, darting, bindings etc.) 
§ Fastenings 
• Colour 
• Fabric composition 
• Size 
• Year - estimates 
• Manufacturer (where applicable) 
• Price (where applicable) 
• Swing Ticket Details (where applicable) 
o Size 
o Location 
o Material 
o How attached 
o Colour(s) 
o Full text 
o Typographical and visual details 
• Fabric Label Details (where applicable) 
o Size 
o Location 
o How attached 
o Colour(s) 
o Full text 
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o Typographical and visual details 
• Packaging Details (where applicable) 
o Material 
o Size 
o Format (box, packet, wrapping etc.) 
o Colours 
o Full text 
o Imagery 
o Typographical details 
• Multiple Items (where applicable) 
• Condition 
• Exhibition History 
• Image 
 
Objects 
• Catalogue Number 
• Catalogue Section 
• Detailed Description (object) 
§ Type of object 
§ Stylistic details: 
• Size/dimensions 
• Shape 
• Surface pattern 
• Scent 
• Colour 
• Material composition 
§ Packaging 
§ Contents 
• Year - estimates 
• Manufacturer (where applicable) 
• Price (where applicable) 
• Ticket Details 
o Size 
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o Location 
o Material 
o How attached 
o Colour(s) 
o Full text 
o Typographical and visual details 
• Labelling Details 
o Size 
o Location 
o How attached 
o Colour(s) 
o Full text 
o Typographical and visual details 
• Packaging Details 
o Material 
o Size 
o Format (box, packet, wrapping etc.) 
o Colours 
o Full text 
o Imagery 
o Typographical details 
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2.3 Brands Represented in Collection (scanned pages from Walsall Museum’s 
Hodson Shop Collection Catalogue. Document by Sheila Shreeve, around 1990. Partially typed, 
partially handwritten) 
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